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      “We approach Hyng’ohr, master,” Yono said from within the Depthless Dream Trident. 

      The ship raced through the waves of the Low Sea, leaving behind a long white wake. We were sailing against the wind but the ship’s magic was indifferent to the effects of the weather. Its power came from the will of its crew, expressed through the well worn seahorse carvings at the stern. Human desire drove the wooden vessel toward the coastline to the west.

      “Earth Augmenters are a stubborn bunch,” Yono whispered. “You’ll find them difficult.”

      “The Swordslinger has triumphed wherever his feet have trod,” Nydarth countered. 

      The two spirits within the Immense Blades had been bickering ever since we’d left the Diamond Coast. Despite their voices in my head, I couldn’t help but smile as I stood at the prow and drummed my fingers against the boat. 

      The dock on the shore was quickly growing closer. Were the birds circling above it gulls like those from Earth? Or were they something stranger? Since I arrived in the Seven Realms, I’d encountered all manner of previously unimaginable creatures, from my half-ogre friend Kegohr to the monsters I’d slain for their magical cores. The mundane and yet fascinating creatures that lived along the coastline outside Qihin City just added to a thriving world of unfamiliar life. I met something new every step of the way. Sure, some of them wanted to kill me, but what was life without a bit of a challenge?

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Kegohr came to stand beside me. The wind tossed his braids and ruffled the fur on his gray-skinned shoulders. Back home, I was considered tall, but Kegohr towered a whole foot above me.

      I noticed a slight green tinge to the skin on his face. “How are you feeling?” 

      Kegohr laid a hand on his stomach and groaned. “Better than I was. Though I ain’t ever getting used to all this rocking. I’ll be glad when we’re back on dry land.”

      “Is that why you’re at the front? So you can jump off a few seconds sooner?”

      “Only a little bit. Mostly, I wanted to see what was up ahead. This is the furthest I’ve ever been from home, you know?”

      “I get it, big guy.” I remembered the mission in the Himalayas before I was transported to this world. I’d traveled all over the globe, working on security assignments, but I’d never been anywhere so strange.

      Of course, I’d ended up somewhere far stranger when I fell off that mountainside and a magical sword transported me to this land of magic. Bewildered as I’d been at the time, I could now appreciate that Nydarth, the spirit of the sword hanging at my side, had saved my life. Of course, she’d brought me here for her own purposes, but I wasn’t going to complain. Without her, I never would have learned the magic of Augmenting or joined and then saved the Radiant Dragon Guild, never would have traveled with my friends from there to Qihin City and helped its ruler defeat Horix, the evil guildmaster. Being snatched away from my previous reality had a lot of positives.

      “Why don’t you practice your Augmenting?” I asked the half-ogre. “Take your mind off your belly until we get to dry land. We’ll be in Hyng’or soon.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Good idea.” He opened his hand, closed his eyes, and summoned an ember between his fingers.

      “Just don’t burn up the boat,” I said as he settled into practicing the fundamentals of the Augmenter’s craft.

      Kegohr opened an eye and grunted. 

      My other traveling companions gathered at the opposite side of the ship. Princess Kumi of the Qihin leaned over the rail with one arm swinging back and forth, catching the salt spray. She smiled as she sang to herself. The magical notes made a wave rise in tendrils to touch her, then fell away as the boat left it behind. A bikini-like top and split skirts revealed skin that glistened in the early summer sun. Black braids hung behind her, and the pastel seashells tying them together clattered in the wind.

      Vesma, petite even in leather body armor and loose pants, sat with her back against the side of the ship. Like most of the Augmenters I’d met at the Radiant Dragon Guild, she had pale skin, dark hair, narrow eyes, and a penchant for fire magic. But few of those other Augmenters could match her extraordinary athleticism or girl-next-door beauty.

      “Are we nearly there?” she asked with a small scowl.

      “Why?” I asked. “Aren’t you enjoying the trip?”

      “I’ll be happier when we can get on with our mission.” She rose and spun her long-bladed spear through the air, each stroke passing teasingly close to me. I wasn’t in any real danger, not with the spear in such skilled and affectionate hands, but I had to fight the instinct to raise my defenses.

      “We’ve almost reached the docks outside Hyng’ohr,” I said. “If the Cult of Unswerving Shadows is there, it won’t be for much longer.”

      Guildmaster Horix had belonged to the Cult of Unswerving Shadows, and he’d followed what was called the Straight Path. Now, Lord Ganyir of the Gonki Clan had requested help from my guildmaster, Xilarion, who sent us to investigate troubles between his clan and the Steadfast Horn Guild. Like back on Earth, I’d become somewhat of a special agent. But unlike Earth, I now wielded elemental powers and multiple Immense Blades.

      “You sure are confident in yourself,” Kumi commented. “You really think that they’ll play nice and tell us who they are as soon as we land?”

      I shrugged and flashed her a smile. “It’d be nice.”

      The boat’s captain appeared and bowed to Kumi. His dark complexion, a long fin along the top of his head, and patches of scales running down his neck marked him as one of the Qihin Clan.

      “Your Highness,” he said to Kumi, “we will soon be at the Hyng’ohr Docks. I suggest that you and your companions make ready so that we can ensure swift disembarkment and be on our way.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Thank you, Captain Toulo.”

      We gathered our weapons and haversacks full of supplies and assembled near the front of the boat. I took special care with my weapons, the Sundered Heart Sword and the Depthless Dream Trident. They were spirit weapons, the homes of ancient and powerful dragon spirits who could lend me power and advice. It would have been better to lose all of my clothes and food overboard than to misplace either of them.

      The boat slowed as I caught my first real look at the Gonki Province. It was home to the clan of the same name, along with Steadfast Horn, an earth guild. At the water’s edge, docks of sandstone and sun-bleached wood played host to an assortment of craft from other clans. Familiar Qihin magic boats bobbed beside vast, black-painted sailing junks out of the south. Adobe huts and storehouses lined the docks, some whitewashed, others sandblasted to a pale yellow-brown that matched the local dirt. 

      “The outskirts of Hyng’ohr City,” Kumi explained. 

      Past the docks stood the sandstone walls of Hyng’ohr proper. The city stretched back from the sea up one side of an arid valley, flanked by sharp peaks of rock. Halfway up a mountain, a colossal fortress with a domed central citadel loomed over the houses below.

      Our boat slid to a stop with only the gentlest knock against the docks. While the crew secured their vessel with thick ropes, I leaped onto the quay. The others followed, Kumi and Vesma stepping nimbly down as Kegohr landed with a thud. The human crew of a nearby fishing boat stared at the half-ogre with open curiosity. For a moment, I thought they were taken by his powerful build and tusked face. But then a pair of orcs gave him similar looks, and I remembered the kinds of reactions Wilds engendered. They were half-breeds, an intermingling of monstrous and civilized races. A pure-blooded ogre wouldn’t have drawn half the attention Kegohr did.

      If he noticed the looks he was getting, he didn’t acknowledge them.

      “Where to, chief?” he asked me.

      “I’d say we follow the huge city walls until we find a gate.” I pointed up a road to the mighty stone structure ahead.

      Kumi and Vesma trailed behind me as Kegohr and I pressed forward. 

      “This is gonna be good,” he said as we walked. “See a new city, fight some new monsters.”

      He practically bounced along the road, with one hand holding his bag and the other gripping the massive mace over his shoulder. With all that energy and his long legs, the rest of us had to hurry to keep up. 

      Kumi’s eyebrows drew together. “Doesn’t this place seem a little off to you?”

      “Off how?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Kumi answered. “Maybe it’s just the dryness getting to me.”

      “No guards at the dock,” Vesma observed as she scanned the area. “That’s odd. Even for a place this naturally defensible.”

      “I agree,” I said. “We should keep a look out for trouble.”

      As we ascended the road toward the city, I could make out more of Hyng’ohr and the surrounding area. Down the other side of the valley, a round tower stood on top of a natural pillar of rock and overlooked the sands below. Beyond it, fragments of a village were visible, half-buried in the waste of the desert. The wind carried the heat down the valley and straight into our faces as we followed Kegohr. I tasted dirt and felt grit scour my skin as a gust swirled the dirt around us.

      “You seen any places like this where you came from?” Kegohr asked me.

      “Not in real life. Though the valley looks like something out of a spaghetti western.”

      “A what now?”

      “It’s a sort of a story, about a lone hero fighting on the frontier.”

      “So, pretty much what would happen if we ran off and left you to get beaten up alone?” Vesma said.

      “People in westerns usually win the day.”

      “Shame you’re not in a western then.”

      I laughed as we continued up the road to Hyng’ohr City. We had the route to ourselves. It seemed as if the traders and fishermen we’d seen were using the docks as a stopping off point and a place to deal with each other rather than unload and transport goods into Hyng’ohr. 

      “I read about the defenses of Hyng’ohr in Master Kyu’s books,” Vesma said. “Those gates are made from steelwood trees out of the northern provinces. One of the city’s original rulers had them brought down the coast. The wood was so hard that he had to have Augmenters use their magic to cut the planks because saws blunted before they could get through.”

      When we reached the city’s fortifications, there were guards on the battlements above and standing in front of the gates. All of them were dressed in a mix of yellows and browns over hardened leather breastplates and greaves. They carried two-handed weapons, including axes, maces, and hammers. None looked pleased to see guests arriving at the city’s inner fortifications.

      “What do you want?” the leading guard asked as we approached. He stood in front of the barred gates with a group of other guards. Like the others, he wore a turban of yellow cloth. A metal star on the front of the headpiece marked him as the commanding officer.

      I smiled as best I could and kept my hands well away from the sword at my side and the trident on my back. There was no sense in giving offense when none was needed. Whatever they thought of us, these guards were our way into the city, and a little politeness would get us further than challenging their surly demeanor.

      “Honored gate captain.” I bowed my head to the one who had addressed us. “We are Augmenters from neighboring provinces.”

      “Get out of here. Scram. You’re not wanted here, understand?”

      Vesma took a step forward, a steely gleam in her eyes. “I demand to see Lord Ganyir.”

      “Ganyir?” The guard captain’s laughter was harsh and exaggerated but not as forced as those of the men around him who played along with their leader’s mood. “I thought you guildies would be after Tahlis?” He spat as he said the name. “Neither Ganyir nor Tahlis are friends of Hyng’ohr.” Before we could respond, he snarled. “Get the hells out of my face.”

      “We are traveling disciples of the Radiant Dragon Guild,” Vesma implored. “Under imperial law, all cities under the dominion of Emperor Talekon are obliged to open their doors to us and offer hospitality.”

      The captain narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. “Listen, girly. We’re a long way from the heartland here. Sure, the Treaty of Blades stands, but sometimes, we have to deal with the rules the way we see fit. And right now, that way is keeping travelers out of our city. Understand?”

      He brought his hammer around. Vesma’s hand slid toward her spear.

      “We come from a border province too,” Kumi said. “We understand that life can be hard. That’s part of why we’re here, to see how we can help your local guild, as well as to learn from its wisdom.”

      “All I see here is a bunch of armed strangers with no respect for our rules,” the captain said. “You said you were looking for Ganyir, right? Well, I suppose killing you three would mean doing Hyng’ohr a service. Ain’t that right, lads?” the captain asked the men behind him. 

      “Yes, Sir,” his guards replied. 

      They drew their weapons and advanced on us.

      It was a terrible way to start our visit to Hyng’ohr, setting ourselves at odds with the local authorities from day one. But they were breaking the Emperor’s code that safeguarded disciples of the guilds. It was treason. I drew the Sundered Heart Sword and prepared to fight.

      Kegohr and I stood firm in the middle of the road, our weapons raised. Vesma stood off to one side, ready to spring in and seize opportunities. Behind us, Kumi chanted and swayed to draw water out of a thin stream that trickled by the road and turn it into a healing, invigorating flow.

      I’d expected a cautious, defensive approach from the city guards, but I’d been wrong. They charged straight at us and used their speed to add momentum as they swung their heavy, two-handed weapons. I ducked beneath a blow that would have caved my skull in, stepped back to avoid another, and parried a third. Sparks flew and a judder ran up my arms as the captain’s hammer slammed into my sword with incredible force.

      “Ouch,” Nydarth’s voice said in my head, her thoughts flowing straight from the sword into me. “That was quite the hit. Of course, I know that you can do better, my sweet man.”

      I took a swing at the captain, but he dodged out of the way with surprising speed. Like the rest of the guards, he was well-built, but that didn’t mean he was some sluggish strongman. He swung his hammer around in a massive overhead stroke, and I leaped back. The hammer’s head smacked into the ground and sent stones and dirt flying.

      Vesma was hopping in and out among the guards. She lashed at them with her spear as she passed, but the length of their weapons and the power of their blows kept her from getting in close. Gashes appeared in the guards’ leather armor, and blood trickled from shallow wounds, but they showed no signs of slowing.

      Kegohr slammed his skull into a guard and swept the legs out from another with a broad sweep of his mace. 

      A guard roared as he charged at me, heedless of any danger he was putting himself in. Again, I had to leap away or risk being knocked flat and crushed. As the guard recovered from his strike, I caught him with the tip of the Sundered Heart. Blood sprayed from a gap in the side of his armor, and he howled in pain. A moment later, he turned back to face me and raised his weapon above his head. Another guard charged in and robbed me of the opportunity to finish him. I slid back to avoid having my leg broken by a bronze war club and sent an Untamed Torch after him. The fireball crashed into his leather breastplate and broiled him from the inside out. 

      “Vesma, Kumi!” I called out. “Can you draw some of them off?”

      “I’ll try.” Kumi drew a pair of butterfly knives from sheaths on her back and darted forward to get inside the reach of the guards. She flowed between them like a river as her blades danced in a spiraling motion. A knot of guards took the bait and turned to attack the princess.

      Vesma continued her darting attacks as she followed Kumi and moved away from Kegohr. Another pack of guards split off from the main group to chase Vesma down. Her spear ignited in a torrent of fire as dust swirled around her feet.

      Kegohr covered me from the front as I called on the power inside me and tapped into my supply of Vigor. At my command, clouds of ash appeared around the divided guards. They began to cough and gasp as the ash flooded their mouths and lungs. They flailed, and their weapons found nothing but empty space. 

      With half the guards temporarily out of action, Vesma and Kumi rushed to join the main fray. We were still outnumbered, but the odds looked more favorable than they had a moment before.

      Kegohr stopped swinging his mace and closed his eyes. There was a flash as the Spirit of the Wildfire ran through him. A fiery aura spread out around his body and created a glowing halo.

      A guard attacked Kegohr just as he opened his eyes. Kegohr brought his weapon up with a flame-fueled swing. His mace collided with the guard’s great-ax and knocked it out of the man’s hands. The ax shot off the road, followed a moment later by its owner.

      I took a moment to imitate my friend and strengthen myself. This time, I drew upon the power of water to coat me in Frozen Armor. Water Vigor flowed out through my flesh and formed protective plates across my body.

      I blocked an opportunistic strike with my newly protected arm. The armor shattered beneath the impact but left my arm intact, and I used my other hand to bring the Sundered Heart around. Steel rent armor and pierced flesh as I chopped down the guard.

      “Hey Kegohr!” Vesma shouted. “One for you!”

      Vesma shot an Untamed Torch at the ground and propelled herself upward. She used another fireball to adjust her trajectory so that she vaulted over Kumi’s head and hit a guard feet first. He stumbled back straight into a swing from Kegohr that knocked him into the dirt with a crunch.

      My Ash Clouds were clearing, but I didn’t want to give the guards time to regroup. While Kegohr covered me, I directed a stream of Vigor down through my body, into the ground, and back up to form Plank Pillars. A rough palisade of wooden boards exploded from the dirt and blocked the furthest guards from getting back to us while we dealt with their comrades.

      Kegohr sent another guard flying as his body blazed with ancestral power. Vesma held out her hand to launch a blast of fire at a guard. The enemy screamed and fell to the ground as his hair and clothes were smothered in flames. The man beside him turned and raised his mace to attack Vesma, but he gurgled when Kumi appeared behind him and drove a knife up into his armpit. He let out a gasp as his club fell from his hands. Vesma’s spear ignited, and his flesh sizzled as she impaled him. 

      I turned to the stream beside the walls and used Crashing Wave to collect the water into an aquatic sphere. With a wave of my hands, the water slammed into the guard captain and crushed him beneath its weight. The liquid spread out over the ground and left puddles and patches of mud. 

      I spotted a group of guards atop the battlements nock arrows to their bows. 

      “Archers!” I yelled. 

      I pulled at my Vigor and created a Smothering Mist to block their vision. Their aim was affected by the fog cloud, but they still sent arrows screaming into me and my friends. Before the projectiles could hit home, Vesma and Kegohr jumped in front of me and raised their Flame Shields. The arrows burned up on their fiery defenses, and I expanded their shields with Flame Empowerment until they were at least three feet wide.

      “Enough of this,” I said. “We’re not going to get out of here alive unless I do something.”

      With grim determination, I sent Vigor coursing through the fire and water combination channels inside me. A sickly feeling boiled in my chest as I activated the acid element. The Smothering Mist that had shrouded the guards on the battlements turned a noxious green, and the sound of them choking filled my ears. Bodies topped from the city walls and crashed to the ground 20 feet below. 

      The rest of the guards on the ground level found their way around my wooden barriers and trudged through the mire I’d created. I summoned two lines of Plank Pillars so that the remaining guards were boxed in and could only move in single-file. I lifted one hand and produced a vortex of fire in the center of my hand, the Burning Wheel. I released it, and the flaming sphere expanded before it careened down the corridor of Plank Pillars and tore into the guards. Those who weren’t incinerated fled, leaving their roasted comrades to writhe on the stone path behind them.

      A surviving knot of soldiers peeked around the edge of the flaming wall of wood. There were four of them and four of us. They froze when we advanced over the smoldering remains of the other guards.

      “We came to Hyng’ohr to meet with Lord Ganyir. If he is no friend of yours, then it’s clear the cult has already won over your hearts. You drew first blood, and we are only defending ourselves.”

      Our mission was to meet with Lord Ganyir inside the city, but he obviously wasn’t here. For now, we needed to retreat with our lives; there was no telling how many more soldiers would reinforce the remnants outside the wall. There weren’t any Augmenters among them, but that didn’t mean there weren’t some inside the city, racing toward us now. 

      Fire flared along the blade of the Sundered Heart. Vesma and Kegohr imitated the move, sending Vigor through their weapons to engulf them in fire. Kumi simply ran her daggers across each other and drew out a metallic note.

      The guards looked at us, each other, and back to us again. 

      Then they turned and, as a single group, ran back toward the city gates.

      I let the flames fade from my sword. The burning Plank Pillars fell away, but I maintained the remains of my Frozen Armor. No harm in a little extra protection, after all.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “That’s what I’m after.” He kicked one of the injured guards groaning on the floor. “That’s what happens when you take on the Immortal Swordslinger and his buddies.”

      I produced a grim smile. I hadn’t liked killing all these guards, but they’d given us no choice.

      The gates creaked open as we approached them again.

      There was a thud that shook the earth, then another, and another as footsteps heavier than an elephant pounded the ground. A colossal figure emerged from the town. It was a bipedal giant, 10 feet tall and made entirely out of stone. Boulder-like fists tightened as dark pits stared out at us from a craggy mess of a face. It halted in front of us, a towering mass of menace, while the gates slammed shut behind it.

      I stared up at the vast elemental creature and recalled the Fire Golem that had decimated the Wysaro Clan members all those weeks ago. I could deal with powerless guards, but this was on another level entirely. My knuckles went white around my weapon as the vast elemental blocked out the sun above us. 

      A woman appeared on the battlements above and waved down at us.

      “Do you like my friend?” she called out. “I summoned him just for you.”
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      The female Augmenter on the walls looked down at us with an arrogant smirk as more guards joined her. She was shorter than the soldiers, petite and slender, with a girlishly beautiful face. Her red-brown hair was cut in a short, practical bob, and she wore a silver bodice that showed her ample breasts. A short skirt barely covered her underwear, and leather boots reached halfway up her thighs. A dagger was strapped to her upper left arm, and she carried a hefty staff that ended in a spiked crescent moon. 

      The golem turned its head, producing the noise of stone scraping over stone.

      The woman smiled. “You got through the first round so quickly, I didn’t want you to feel like you were missing out on the fun.”

      “That’s kind of you,” I replied. “But I can think of other ways you could welcome us that would be more fun.”

      “I bet you can.” She smiled and bit her lower lip. “And I’d be all for that, in different circumstances. But life is what it is. You can’t take a fire Augmenter and make a water technique. Well, maybe that isn’t exactly correct. What are you?”

      “Ethan Murphy of the Clan Pashat. Elementalist. Immortal Swordslinger. Radiant Dragon Outer Disciple.” I glared up at her. 

      “The Immortal Swordslinger?” Mahrai touched a finger to her lips. “Well, now, I’m interested. Think of all our power coming together, yours and mine. The things we could do with each other. The things we could do to each other…”

      “So, you’ll let us in?”

      “Does it look like that’s going to happen?” She leaned on her staff and giggled. “I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Mahrai.” She snapped her fingers, and the golem turned its head again, bringing its attention to me.

      “Seems like your pet likes me,” I said.

      “He has dubious taste,” she replied. “But I won’t hold it against him.”

      The woman radiated magical power. Even from this far away, standing back from the city gates while she was perched high on their walls, I could feel it. This was the sort of power that Cadrin, the murderous manipulator I’d fought at the Resplendent Tears Guild, could only dream of.

      “What did you do with Lord Ganyir?” I figured the man was either dead or cast out from the city. 

      “Me? I did nothing. I’m just here for the fun and the vengeance.”

      “I don’t like her,” Vesma snarled. 

      “She could use some manners,” Kumi commented.

      “I want to fight her golem,” Kegohr added.

      Mahrai flexed her hand. I could sense the Vigor flowing between her and the golem, the bond between master and monstrous servant, the element of earth running through the air. But sensing it was one thing, being able to break that tie was another thing altogether.

      A fresh gust of wind down the valley blew sand into our faces, and I had to close my eyes to keep it out. When I opened them again, Mahrai and the guards had been joined on the battlements by half a dozen men and women in dark brown robes, their faces hidden in the shadows of deep hoods. 

      “Well, they couldn’t look more like cultists if they tried,” I muttered. 

      “Quite the observation,” Nydarth murmured.

      “Our master is rather perceptive,” Yono purred inside my mind. 

      Not only had we discovered that Lord Ganyir wasn’t in the city, but the cultists had a foothold behind the walls..

      “If you’re with the Cult of Unswerving Shadows, then you should know that we’re coming for you,” I said. “We saw what you did in Qihin, almost tearing the province apart. We’re not going to let that happen again.”

      “Such bold words,” Mahrai replied. “I’d like to put them to the test. Golem, crush these people.”

      With a flick of her hand, the golem advanced, and the ground trembled beneath its footfalls.

      “We’ll fight them only so that we can flee,” I said to my friends. 

      “You want to run?” Vesma asked. 

      “No,” I said. “But there’s no use hanging around here. Our mission is to find Lord Ganyir. He’s not here, so we’ll go elsewhere to find him.”

      “He could be dead,” Kumi said.

      “I doubt it. This woman would have been boasting if they’d killed the city’s former ruler.”

      Following instincts honed by months of shared experience, my friends and I spread out as the golem advanced. Vesma moved over to the left and Kumi to the right. Then, they circled around so that they could come at it from the flanks and the rear. 

      Kegohr and I held our ground. His skin was still glowing with Spirit of the Wildfire, and I produced a thicker set of Frozen Armor. Spikes rose up from bulky pauldrons, and a chestplate formed over my torso. My boots became hardened greaves of ice, and gauntlets covered my hands. I felt no chill over my body, only determination to get out of here alive. 

      At my nod, we all charged the golem. Kegohr swung his mace straight into the golem’s knee. Despite the force of the blow, it barely chipped the stone, and Kegohr gritted his teeth as the impact sent a shudder up his arms. I took the hilt of the Sundered Heart in both hands and started slashing at the other leg. Sparks flew as ancient steel hammered against the immovable mass of stone. If the golem even felt the shallow scratches across its surface, then it didn’t show it. I sheathed the Sundered Heart and pulled the Depthless Dream Trident from over my shoulder. The water channels within my body filled to the brim as Yono’s weapon enhanced them.

      “I knew you preferred my prongs to the fire dragon’s blade,” she whispered.

      I thrust the trident into the golem’s chest, but the prongs glanced off its stony hide. Kumi and Vesma were having an even tougher time. Stabbing weapons slid off the surface to no appreciable effect.

      The golem turned, stooped, and swung a fist at Vesma. She jumped back, but then darted in again to stab at the creature’s body while it was leaning over. She hit it in the belly, but this time, it hit her too. There was a crunch, and she went flying before landing in the dirt by the side of the road.

      Kumi ran to help Vesma. She pulled out a water skin and poured some of its contents into her hand. The water took the form of a ball, then tendrils that knitted together into a sheet that Kumi laid across Vesma’s injured shoulder and used to channel the healing power of her instinctive Augmenting.

      “Throw me the water skin!” I yelled at Kumi. 

      She tossed the object to me, and I stabbed it with the trident while it was in mid-air. Water poured from the skin, and I thrust my weapon forward while channeling. There wasn’t much liquid inside the water skin, but I used it all to slam a Crashing Wave into the stone giant. The water rolled off its hulking form, but it appeared to have decreased a little in size. 

      “Hey, that’s no fair!” Mahrai yelled from the battlements. She reached out a hand, and the air between her and the golem shimmered. In a matter of seconds, the golem had returned to its former size. “That’s better,” the woman said as she folded her arms across her chest.

      The golem ignored me and descended upon Kumi and Vesma.

      “Hey!” I shouted at the golem. “Down here!”

      I struck a particularly hard blow, determined to draw its attention away from my vulnerable friends. The golem responded by turning back around and looking down at me with the cave-like hollows that passed for its eyes. It brought a fist down and darted back while Kegohr stepped up and smashed his mace into its wrist. A few chips of stone flew away, but it remained intact.

      “This ain’t working,” Kegohr said as he too stepped back. He was a little too slow, and the creature caught him with the tips of its fingers. Even that edge of a blow was enough to send him flying with blood streaming from his nose.

      If the golem could so easily lay low someone of Kegohr’s size and strength, the rest of us would be well and truly screwed if it got a good hit in.

      Vesma was back on her feet. Beside her, Kumi put away the water skin. They both looked at me expectantly.

      “Water weakens it,” I said. “I can use Smothering Mist by gathering the water in the air, but it won’t be enough to really hurt it.” I figured the golem had a tough outer shell, and whatever was underneath would be more vulnerable. “Shoot Untamed Torch at any sections that look weak.”

      I pointed my trident toward the golem and brought all my Vigor to the center of my chest. I flooded my water channels with power and directed it through my arms before ending it in the trident’s prongs. Vapor clouds formed around the golem and smothered it. Mud dripped from its limbs and spattered to the ground. 

      Vesma and Kegohr put away their weapons and raised their hands. Fire formed between their outstretched fingers, and they launched it at the golem. Blasts hit it in the face, the body, the arms, the legs. The water from my mist made its tough outer shell drip away, and the fire from my friends caused what was beneath to become brittle. 

      As fire rained upon the golem, it lumbered toward me. It kicked, but I rolled clear, came up, and drove my trident into a muddy spot on its upper thigh. The golem roared before it dropped to one knee. I pulled out my trident and plunged the weapon into a soft spot a little higher up. I used the trident to vault myself higher and flipped onto its chest. Before it could snatch me away with its hands, I aimed both palms over its eyes and released a volley of Stinging Palm thorns. Wooden spikes skewered the stone giant’s eyes, and it toppled over. 

      Kegohr raced over to the monster and pulverized its skull with his hammer. The monster broke apart like brittle chalk until all that was left was a collection of rubble and mud. 

      The cultist on the battlements didn’t move, nor did Mahrai. She simply pouted, arms folded over her chest. 

      “They’re letting us go?” Kumi asked. 

      “I don’t understand it either,” I said. “But I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      Kegohr gave me a confused look. “A what?”

      “I think he wants horses,” Vesma said. 

      “Come on.” I gestured for my friends to follow me. 

      “Perhaps you need more training before your next battle,” Mahrai called out from behind us. “You should try making offerings at the Sunstone Temple and see if the gods will train you in person. I would very much like to show you what my Greater Golem can do.”

      I turned to look at the woman. She was still pouting among the silent cultists, but it appeared she had just given us information. But why? Was she genuinely trying to help us? Would we find Lord Ganyir at the Sunstone Temple?

      I doubted it was a trap because she and the cultists could have swarmed us outside the gates. From the way she nodded back and the mutual understanding that passed her face, I figured she was giving us a little tip. The Sunstone Temple would provide us with more information, I was almost sure of it. 

      We trudged down the road away from the city gates. 

      “Where to now?” Kegohr asked.

      “We should go to the Steadfast Horn Guild House,” Vesma said.

      “No,” I countered. “The last guild we visited was infiltrated by cultists. This one could be the same. I think we need to find Lord Ganyir, and I suspect he’ll be in the temple Mahrai mentioned.”

      Vesma seemed unconvinced, but she sighed after a second. “The temple is up the valley. Across the local Vigorous Zone. Only good if we want to fight monsters.”

      I smiled. “I wouldn’t mind learning some earth techniques.”

      “Look at us all,” Kumi said. “Battered, dirty, exhausted, running low on Vigor. Surely, we should rest first.”

      “We’re strangers in a hostile land,” I said. “Our boat left the minute we stepped off at the dock. Right now, we don’t know anywhere that’s safe for us to stay. At least, if we put a Vigorous Zone behind us, that might give our enemies second thoughts about pursuing.”

      “So, we’ll just leave the city under the control of the cultists?” Vesma asked.

      “Sooner or later, we’re going to have to return to the city and weed them out. But that’s not what Guildmaster Xilarion told us to do. We need to find Lord Ganyir first. Then, we can return to the city and deal with the cultists. The guard captain mentioned someone named Tahlis, too. He seemed to hate that person as much as Lord Ganyir. Maybe we can find them both, gather an army, and take back the city.”

      Kegohr shook his head. “It’ll be like the battle with Resplendent Tears all over again.”

      “I hope not,” Kumi said. “The price of victory was all too many lives.”

      As much as I shared her hopes, the city seemed totally under the control of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows. If we wanted to rid the Gonki Province of cultists, it was going to take a whole lot of bloodshed. Perhaps Lord Ganyir and this ‘Tahlis’ might have other ways of defeating the cultists. 

      Our next step was the Sunstone Temple. But first, we’d need to cross a perilous Vigorous Zone. 
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      The road divided not far from the city walls. One branch led toward the docks where we had arrived, while the other turned west, up the valley toward the interior of the province. We walked along that second road, between rows of ramshackle houses that had accumulated outside the city walls. People with lean, sunken faces peered out at us from the safety of their homes but didn’t venture into the street. I couldn’t fault them for remaining indoors when four blood-stained strangers walked outside. 

      From what I could see of these people, they were dressed in a similar manner to the guards on the walls, their clothes mostly yellow, brown, or orange, often topped off with turbans on both men and women. Their clothes hung loosely, betraying the skinniness of the flesh underneath. 

      An old man nodded to us as we passed. Beside him, a mongrel dog with its ribs showing through its chest lay listless in the dirt.

      “I don’t like this,” Vesma commented.

      “Agreed,” I said. “All this hunger, people left to starve outside a functioning city; it’s not right.”

      “You’re not wrong,” she said. “But that’s not what I meant. I don’t like that we’re running away from a fight.”

      I remembered how Vesma had been back at the guild, goading male students into opportunities for her to prove her strength and skill. And now, I was asking her to back off from someone every bit as arrogant as Hamon and the other stuck-up Wysaro clan initiates.

      “Like I said before, we have a mission. Even if we defeated Mahrai and the cultists on the walls, we don’t know what else could be behind them. We need more intel, and we’re likely to get that from Lord Ganyir. If the Sunstone Temple doesn’t provide us with more information, then we’ll see what the local guild house has to offer.” 

      “Fine. If you always have to be so reasonable about it.” But while there was still bitterness in her voice, she squeezed my hand and offered me something approximating a smile.

      “You should console her,” Nydarth whispered. “Take her to your bed.”

      I laughed under my breath. “Not now.” 

      “I would very much enjoy watching the master undulate like the ocean’s waves,” Yono added.

      I ignored the two spirits as we walked on into the afternoon, along the road out of the inhabited area and into the wide Gonki valley. The ground all around was parched dry, with only a cacti and clumps of spiky grass adding spots of withered green to the ocher dirt. At first, there were patches of what could have been called soil, but these soon gave way to dusty ground and, finally, to the sands of a desert.

      After leaving the last of the city behind, we stopped and ascended a steep hill to one side of the road. It gave us a better view down the valley and a chance to evaluate what lay ahead.

      We were about to enter what was clearly the Vigorous Zone. It was an area even more arid and stony than the rest, with strange rock formations, wide patches of sand, and wider stretches of parched earth. Like any Vigorous Zone, it embodied its element so completely that it clearly could not have been natural. 

      Past that, the valley continued. The bed of the river that had carved this valley was dried up, and judging by the lack of life in it, it had been that way for some time. The road ran beside it, though whether that had been constructed to once give travelers water or just for the lowest, most convenient route I couldn’t tell. There was life out here—vultures and crows circling overhead, lizards basking on rocks, the occasional furry face of a large-eared fox or a mottled cat peering out from the shelter of boulder-strewn slopes—but I couldn’t tell whether any one of them were magical beasts with enchanted cores. I supposed that regular animals lived alongside Vigorous beasts.

      What was missing, however, was human life. There were signs that it hadn’t always been this way. Aside from the distant tower atop a rock pillar, which Vesma identified as the Sunstone Temple, the remains of an abandoned village lay along the roadside on the far side of the Vigorous Zone. It wasn’t the mere lack of movement that led me to assume it was deserted; we’d seen at the city how people here kept to themselves, and that made even more sense in the heat of the day. What gave the game away was the sand that had swept across the village, burying some houses and leaving others half-visible. The adobe buildings seemed to have withstood the storm that blew the sand in and the weight of it pressing against their walls.

      “We’ll go there.” I pointed to the village. “It’ll give us shelter and somewhere to rest before we reach the temple. Plus, if anyone’s still living there, they might be able to tell us what’s going on inside the city.”

      We headed back down the hill and along the road. Kumi stayed particularly close to me. Her face was constantly furrowed, her normally open posture abandoned as she closed in on herself.

      “It’s all too dry,” she explained. “It makes me feel like I’m missing a part of myself.”

      Her discomfort only grew as we entered the Vigorous Zone. There were signs of human habitation here, but like the distant village, it had long ago been abandoned. Old adobe farmhouses with fallen in roofs, their outhouses and barns sun-bleached, their doors hanging open to reveal the emptiness within. Drystone walls that had once marked the divisions between fields were falling apart, their stones littered on the fields like large, sterile seeds. The skeleton of an ox, half its bones carried away by scavengers, lay next to a dried-up well, the hollows of its eyes staring at us as we walked past.

      Instead of circling birds and desert mammals, the movement here was of a more elemental form. Beetles with stone carapaces and crystal-tipped pincers crawled over a half-collapsed outhouse, tearing off wooden scraps and carrying them away for some purpose of their own. I thought I saw a large gray rat scurrying along a gully, but when it turned its head toward us, the face was packed dirt, the eyes jagged lumps of night black coal.

      It was like walking through the aftermath of an apocalypse.

      “It can’t always have been like this,” I said. “I mean, otherwise, why would anyone have farmed here?”

      “Gonki used to be very different,” Vesma said. “Back in the Feuding Clans Era, the Gonki produced some of the most powerful warriors in the world. Earth Augmented mercenaries sailed from the Hyng’ohr docks to every port on the ocean, hired out to the highest bidders, and came home loaded down with gold, jade, and silk. Some feuds were cut short by Gonki intervention bringing victory to one side or the other. More became drawn out as the desperate losers pooled all their resources and fought back with the aid of a Gonki Granite Legion.

      “Back then, this farmland helped sustain the craftsmen who armed and armored the legions, while the warriors feasted on imported food and novelties brought back from their travels. The land flourished and its people with it. In the Vigorous Zone, a delicate balance was maintained between farming for corn and farming for cores.

      “Then came the Wars of Unification. Early on, many Gonki sided with the First Emperor and grew rich on the winnings he brought. But as he asserted order across the provinces, the Gonki started to see a problem. The First Emperor brought bloodshed, but he left behind peace, and for the Gonki, there was no profit in peace. Slowly but surely, they united in a new purpose: opposition to the Empire.

      “Once the Gonki united, other provinces gathered behind them. For those that resisted the First Emperor’s laws or wished to cling to their power, this was the last great opportunity to stand. Idealistic temples set on freedom, dark cults who feared justice, and lords clinging to their power joined together in an unlikely alliance around the might of the Gonki. Of course, they paid a price, because the Gonki never fought without a price, but the warriors of this valley had never fought for so little pay or with such uncompromising determination.

      “As the Emperor advanced, the Free Alliance fought a long, bitter retreat, until at last, the war reached the home of the Gonki themselves. Here, outside the walls of Hyng’ohr, they made their last great stand. But though the Gonki were great warriors, most of the provinces had joined the Empire by then, bringing with them their champions and Augmenters. The Alliance was smashed, and though the Emperor showed remarkable mercy, the Gonki lost too many warriors to retain their position of power. They were never the same again.”

      “Wow, wow, wow,” Kegohr said. “How many books have you read exactly?” 

      Vesma shrugged. “Too many to count.”

      “I know exactly how many I’ve read.” Kegohr held up his hands. “It helps if you keep the number to less than 10 because then, you never have to worry about losing count.” He elbowed me and roared with laughter.

      “He must be joking,” Kumi whispered.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m sure he can count past 20.”

      “After Vesma’s tale, I don’t think this is the time for humor.”

      “Humor is exactly what we need,” I said. “It’s why comedians always joke about atrocities.”

      “Comedians?” Kumi frowned at me.

      “I suppose they’re like court jesters. You have those, right?”

      “We have jesters, yes. But those who poke fun at atrocities don’t stay jesters for long.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. They become corpses all too quickly.”

      It was my turn to laugh, but Kumi merely shook her head. 

      “I thought your tale was insightful,” she said to Vesma.

      “Thank you.” The other woman smiled at her. “It’s good to be appreciated.”

      I couldn’t help feeling a little elated at her response. Vesma had sometimes shown resentment for the other women in my life, despite theoretically accepting that she shared me with them. Treating Kumi with kindness was a good omen for things to come.

      “So, how did the province end up this way?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Vesma admitted. “I’ve read chronicles and geographies up to a few decades ago that talk about this valley as a farming center, using sophisticated irrigation to water earth enriched by Vigor. Something drastic must have happened to change that.”

      “How are they even feeding anyone?”

      It bothered me, seeing a part of the world like this. I was used to the fact that there was violence in the Seven Realms, people dying at the hands of others’ greed and ambition. But this felt particularly futile, like so many famines I’d seen in the news back on Earth, people starving because of a failure to move food to the right place at the right time. Seeing such mundane tragedy took the sheen off a world rich with magic.

      “They must import most of their food,” Vesma said.

      “Like, with the money from mercenary work?” Kegohr asked.

      “Unlikely. They were banned from that for centuries, and the culture around it died.”

      “Then from what?”

      “They export fermented cactus spirits, so I guess that’s part of it. Monster cores too, hunted here and exported to other earth guilds.”

      I was so used to core hunting being something done by Augmenters to boost their own power, I’d never thought of anyone doing it professionally for trade before.

      As we talked, we walked deeper into the Vigorous Zone. Earth, abandoned farms, and rocky outcrops gave way to a desert-like area of sand dunes that spilled from the mountainous crags on our left down to the depleted river on our right, almost obliterating the line of the road. 

      A movement among the dunes caught my eye. At first, I thought it was just the wind blowing the sand around, but then I saw something gray and angular emerge, a humanoid figure six feet tall and made entirely of stone.

      I held up a hand, and the others stopped. We watched as the creature stalked toward us, a stone scimitar in each hand. Others followed, either walking behind it or rising out of the sand that cascaded like water off their sharply jointed frames.

      “Lesser stone golems,” Vesma said. “Like Mahrai’s monster but less powerful.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kegohr hefted his mace. “Less powerful than that thing still don’t mean weak.”

      “Far from it,” Vesma said. “And they have a reputation for being territorial. If we don’t want to fight, then we should run right now.”

      I drew the Sundered Heart Sword. “It’s been a restful walk so far. And I could really do with some stone cores to add to my powers.”

      Vesma grinned. “Let’s do this.”

      “Give me your bags,” Kumi said. “I’ll hang back. With so little water, my ability to fight is sadly diminished.”

      We handed over the haversacks, then strode up the dunes toward the oncoming golems. There were six of them, each with a pair of matching stone blades. They weren’t identical, but nothing stood out from their uneven stone features to tell one from another.

      The leading golem charged at me, its weapons held high. Some of my Vigor had returned since the fight at the city, so I gathered a Smothering Mist. Unlike Kumi, whose Augmenting was all about using the water around her, my water magic drew upon power within me, fueled and shaped by the cores I had absorbed. That magic was at my disposal, and I made the most of it now.

      The magic poured out of my body and coated the monster in a thick, liquid sheen. Fire might not have been useful as an offensive weapon against them, but it still had its uses in defense. I channeled the Vigor down my arm and formed a Flame Shield.

      The golem charged me at full speed, the downhill run adding to its momentum. It was about to slam into me with the full force of a human-sized stone, a blow that would leave me battered and broken in the dirt. At the last second, I ducked down into a crouch and lashed out as hard as I could at the golem’s legs. It stumbled, slammed into my raised shield arm, and toppled. I pushed the shield up, throwing it off balance, and it hurtled over my head to crash face-down in the sand beyond.

      I leaped on the prone golem, sword held high. It twisted its arm around, and I noticed the joint where the stone of its forearm ground against the upper arm. I slammed my sword down there. The blade went between the two parts of the arm and drove them apart, severing the forearm.

      With a growl like a rockslide descending a mountain, the golem forced itself up and flung me off. Now, I was the one vulnerable, lying in the heaped sand by the side of the road. I flipped back to my feet, and the golem’s blade hit the ground where I had been a moment before.

      Now that we were both on our feet, we went at each other, sparks flying as blades of stone and steel clashed. I could feel Nydarth’s discomfort as her beautifully constructed weapon battered against the crude stone construct, but she never complained. She understood as well as I did how vital this moment was because it meant another core and, potentially, a new technique.

      I blocked a strike with my shield and slashed in under the golem’s guard. This time, the Sundered Heart hit the creature’s stomach. Against a flesh and blood opponent, it would have been a killing blow. Against solid stone, it simply bounced off. I really needed to aim for the joints.

      The next time the creature struck, I didn’t try to block. Instead, I swayed back and let the blow glide past, inches from my face. I brought the Sundered Heart around behind it and slammed the blade hard into the golem’s wrist. There was a crunch as the joint again gave way and the thing’s hand went flying, scimitar and all. As it stood staring at the stump, I sliced its head clean off, and the remains of the creature collapsed to the ground.

      “Go for the joints!” I called out as I charged at the next golem.

      Kegohr and Vesma were already in the thick of the fight. Vesma was darting back and forth between the golems. She skidded across the sand to strike one of them in the ankle, then leaped up and past another as it lunged at her. Hearing my advice, she slammed her spear tip into its shoulder joint. There was a terrible scraping sound, and the golem’s arm hung limp by its side.

      Kegohr had found another approach. Wielding his hefty mace, he didn’t need to worry about what could be sliced or stabbed, just what could be crushed, and that was almost everything. With a two-handed blow, he shattered the forearm of one of the golems. As it staggered back, he followed up with an overhead blow that caved its whole head in.

      I jumped in between two of the golems. Both swung at me, and I ducked. They weren’t clumsy enough to hit each other, but it was close enough to throw both off as they shortened their swings. I used Compress Ash to hardened my right arm and took the opportunity to shoulder barge one of them in the chest. The impact against solid stone hurt a little, but my attack did its job. The creature was knocked to the ground, and I finished it off with a decapitating blow.

      I turned to the other golem just in time to raise my shield and block a downward strike from one of its stone swords. The other one came in from my right, and I parried with the Sundered Heart. The creature chopped wildly at me, a relentless flurry of blows that seemed designed to throw me off balance and keep me on the defensive. 

      As the golem went for another hit, I cartwheeled clear and kicked its hand. The sword went flying from its grasp and landed point down so that its blade vanished halfway into the sand. The golem went to grab the weapon, but I charged and hit the stone soldier with a flying kick. The two of us went tumbling in the dirt, but I was on top and smashed it in the face with my sword. It wasn’t enough to break the stone away from the joint, but it left the creature dazed. A moment later, my sword swept down a final time, sliced through a joint at its waist, and ended it.

      I got back to my feet, ready to take on the next golem, but the fight was over. Kegohr and Vesma stood over the remains of the three they had killed between them, while Kumi applauded from the road.

      We dug through the remains of the ruined golems and pulled out their cores, the shining slivers of Vigor that lay at the heart of such magical beasts and that gave Augmenters access to new powers. They wouldn’t be of any use to Vesma and Kegohr, who only used fire magic, and I would have to wait for a good opportunity to absorb them and potentially unleash my new powers. So, for now, they went into a bag alongside our food.

      We arrived at the village as dusk approached, the sun kissing the horizon in a burst of glorious red light that gave the sands around us a rosy glow. One of the less sand-engulfed buildings provided us shelter—an ancient shrine with an altar dedicated to earth gods. Even in there, the floor was half-buried beneath the sand, right up to the altar’s base.

      We sat at the clearer side of the room and ate a dinner of smoked fish. Kumi, attuned to the ways of water, found an old well and coaxed out what little dampness remained in its depths. It was enough water to slake our thirsts after a long day of walking and fighting.

      “I don’t know how often that well will provide,” she said. “We should be careful with our water.”

      “You’re a water Augmenter,” I said. “Can’t you just create it whenever you need it?” 

      “Unfortunately, no. I am a Wild.”

      “But Kegohr is a Wild, and he can create fire without needing any other source except Vigor along his fire channels.” I smiled. “I’m not trying to ask stupid questions. I genuinely want to know.”

      Kumi sighed. “I wasn’t trained in a guild, so my understanding of Augmentation is completely natural. I haven’t tried to absorb cores before, nor have I ever defeated the water spirit. I’ve been able to use the Song of the Sea since I was only a little girl.”

      “That makes sense. Kegohr can use more than just his Spirit of the Wildfire because he must have defeated the fire spirit and trained with Radiant Dragon.”

      “I assume so, yes.” 

      “Well, water won’t be a problem while I’m around.” 

      “True,” she said. “But even your Vigor has limits.”

      “I’ve yet to find them,” I said with a smile. 

      The atmosphere became more somber as we looked out into the night.

      “This place really has fallen into ruin,” I said.

      “The wheel of life carries all around,” Vesma said. “Even the mightiest civilization crumbles in time, and a new one rises with the wheel.”

      I smiled at her. “You sound very philosophical.” 

      She shrugged. “I was quoting a poem I read.” 

      “The words ring true,” Kumi said. “From what you said of the Wysaro Clan and now this cult, it seems like many are defying the Emperor’s will. Are we seeing the end of this empire?”

      “Not if I’ve got anything to do with it.” Kegohr stretched out on a blanket with his hands behind his head. “Or you, I reckon.”

      With dinner done, Kumi said that she wanted to check on the well again. I walked out with her into the twilight.

      “How are you doing?” I asked as we stood by the well.

      “Not so great,” she admitted. “I’ve never been away from the Diamond Coast like this. I’d miss my father and my people even if I wasn’t missing water too.”

      “Do you wish you hadn’t come?”

      “Of course not.” She laid a hand on my chest and moved in close. “It’s all worthwhile to be with you.”

      “And sharing me with Vesma and Faryn?” The elvish Wood Augmenter had returned to the Radiant Dragon Guild, but she was still very much on my mind. She’d mentioned something about being my wife before we’d parted, and I couldn’t help wondering whether I was now married to three women.

      “My idea, remember?” Kumi said. “I know the Swordslinger’s appetites have to be met, and I’m more than happy to help.” Her hand crept around my back. “Speaking of which…”

      She stretched up and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her tight, crushing our bodies together.

      “Let’s find somewhere a bit more comfortable,” I said.

      I led her to a house I’d spotted while we walked, a little away from the shrine and with all its walls intact. The sand went a quarter of the way to the ceiling, so we only had to crouch a little to get inside.

      We found a hardened patch of sand and knelt together before we exchanged a deep, passionate kiss. Our hands roamed over each other’s bodies, toying and teasing, making my heart beat faster and the blood race in my veins. Her every touch was electrifying, her kisses as sweet and refreshing as spring water.

      I unfastened my outer robe and laid it down on the sand. Kumi discarded her top and then her skirt before laying back on the impromptu bed. In the red dusk light spilling in through the window, I gazed at her wonderful curves and smooth skin, drinking in the marvel that was the princess of the Qihin. 

      I cast off my other clothes and knelt by her feet. Slowly, taking care over every inch, I kissed my way up her legs. My hand ran ahead of me, up her belly, and across the mounds of her breasts. As my lips reached the softness between her legs, she gasped in pleasure, and I set to work dispelling thoughts of homesickness. I lingered there, enjoying the taste of her and the joy of her as she writhed in pleasure.

      “Oh, yes,” she moaned. “My Swordslinger.”

      She reached down to brush my face.

      “Come closer,” she whispered.

      I kissed my way up her belly and across her breasts, until we were face to face. Then our lips met, at first in brief, brushing, teasing touches, then descending into a deep, passionate kiss. I slid closer, and our bodies joined with a shared moment of joy. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me in harder, deeper, faster.

      I tangled my hands through her hair and tipped her head back so that I could kiss her neck. She sighed and arched her back, ran her fingers up my spine and then back down. My flesh tingled, and I grabbed her more tightly, losing myself in the softness of her skin and her sweet smell.

      She drew me in with arms and legs, pulling me tight as we gave in to the urgency of our passion. Lingering kisses and low moans gave way to the desperate drive of desire as our excitement mounted.

      Kumi pressed her hands against my chest and pushed me off and onto my back. Then, she was straddling me, a huge grin on her face as she sank onto me and I into her. I ran my hands over her curves and down to her hips, felt the wetness of her as she rose up and down, at first slowly, then faster and faster.

      “My hero,” she whispered. “My champion. My betrothed. My glorious, Immortal Swordslinger.”

      My whole body thrummed with pleasure, a blissful moment in which there was no quest, no desert, no Gonki province, just me and Kumi and the last rays of sunset illuminating the curves of her chest. She flung her head back as she shuddered in joy, and I felt myself hit the crest of that wonderful wave, in which there was only the two of us, briefly and brilliantly become one.

      Afterward, we lay for a while in that sand-swept house while the sky outside faded from red to steel gray. 

      “We should get back to the others,” I said.

      At last, she sighed, rolled off me, and reached for her skirt. “I suppose so,” she agreed. 

      In the confines of the house, I found my pants and tunic and started getting dressed.

      Suddenly, a strange noise came from outside, a drawn out rasping hiss.

      “What’s that?” I pulled on my robe and went to look out the door.

      A figure was standing in the village. He was humanoid, around five feet nine inches tall, dressed in pale robes. His skin was scaly, and horned ridges ran along the sides of his head.

      “Hey there!” I called out. “Can I help you?”

      The creature turned to look our way, revealing a lizard’s face. He seemed to smile at me, a twinkle in his eyes, then darted off between the buildings.

      “Nice to meet you, yes,” he hissed. “Must be going now.”

      “Hey, wait!” I shouted.

      Kumi and I ran after the lizardman, who was heading straight for the shrine.

      “Kegohr, Vesma, we’ve got company!” I shouted.

      They came running out of the shrine, weapons raised. The lizardman, less than six feet from them, suddenly vanished in a swirl of sand.

      “What the fuck?” I exclaimed.

      “Oh, yes, yes!” came his hissing voice from inside the shrine. “Such lovely, tasty things.”

      We ran in to see him standing behind the altar, one of our haversacks in one hand, rummaging through it with the other.

      “Tasty, tasty fishies!” He pulled out a fish and waved it around.

      “That’s ours,” Kegohr said and grabbed at him.

      There was another swirl of sand, and the lizardman vanished into the ground.

      We looked around as we scoured the room for any sign of him.

      “Not done yet,” came the hissing voice from outside. “Time for bold adventurers to come out and play.”

      Suddenly, the sand was swirling all around us. Not a focused funnel, like the ones the lizardman had vanished into, but a roaring, chaotic maelstrom, a magical sandstorm that scratched at our skin.

      “Out!” I shouted, struggling not to rub the sand deeper into my stinging eyes. “Before this thing shreds us.”

      Together, we stumbled from our shelter into the night.
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      As sand swirled around me, I snatched my weapons and followed the others out of the shrine. In the open air, the maelstrom receded, and the sand fell to the ground, leaving us dusty but unharmed.

      I blinked to clear my watering eyes. Kegohr was cursing the grit while Vesma and Kumi dealt with it in silence.

      Once my view was clear enough, I looked around the open space in front of the shrine for the lizardman who’d stolen our food and attacked us with the sandstorm. With darkness falling, it was hard to make out what was happening, but I caught movement between a pair of buildings opposite us.

      A pile of dried-out wood sat off to one side, whether the remains of a fallen building or something that had been gathered for firewood, I couldn’t tell. Either way, it would serve its purpose to illuminate the darkness. It would also be dry thanks to the heat and the arid desert environment. 

      I launched an Untamed Torch to set fire to the wood. As flames started to creep up one side, I used Flame Empowerment to strengthen them. The fire rapidly spread across the heap of wood. Within seconds, it was a blazing inferno.

      The flames cast the sand-sunken village in an entirely new light. The houses became square faces against the blackness of the desert night, their windows and doorways gaping eyes and mouths. Some of them had wooden framed roofs instead of the flat adobe we’d seen at the city, their style imitating the pagoda roofs I’d seen in other provinces. Traces of ancient carvings, mostly worn away by the sands of time, were exaggerated by the play of light and shadow, making them suddenly visible once more. I saw serpents writhing through forests, humans and horses striding across open planes in vignettes immortalizing the Gonki Valley that had been lost.

      Also illuminated was our attacker. He stood between two of the houses, a fanged and mischievous smile on his face. His skin was covered in sandy yellow and orange scales, a forked tongue flickered from between his lips, and his slitted eyes were turned away from us.

      “Such power!” he said. “Summoning a raging inferno just to see little me. Heroes of great Vigor, aren’t you? And heroes with great gifts.”

      He dipped a scaled hand inside the haversack again. This time, he pulled out a ring of dried apple. He tossed it into the air, opened his mouth wide, and shot out his tongue like a frog to catch the fruit as it fell.

      “Good and sweet,” he said. “So long since sweet things grew in poor Gonki.”

      “That’s ours,” I said. “Eat another one, and I’ll cut off your hand.” 

      “Oooh, that’s a little extreme, isn’t it?” He held out the bag. “Since you ask so nicely.” 

      Vesma strode toward him across the open ground. 

      “Actually…” The lizardman snatched the bag back at the last moment. “I think I’ll keep this. Just too tasty to let go.”

      Vesma grabbed for the bag, but it was gone. The lizardman whirled around her in a shower of sand and hit her in the side with the bag. The blow clearly caused far more shock than anything else, and Vesma stood dumbfounded as the lizardman walked away, calling back over his shoulder.

      “You’ll have to do better than that, won’t you?”

      He walked easily across the soft sand, his bare feet splayed wide. Pale blue robes swayed around him. They had a gap on the back, in the middle of his right shoulder, revealing a shape marked out in the scales there. A Wild mark, like every Wild had, including Kumi and Kegohr. While most Wilds concealed them, I had seen Wilds around Qihin wear their clothes like this, the mark proudly and defiantly on display.

      Vesma rushed at the lizardman. Without turning to look, he sidestepped to avoid her charge. But Vesma was used to such tactics; they were among her own favorites. She sidestepped with him and grabbed for his shoulders. One hand took hold, but the other missed as he spun around, grabbed her wrist, and swept her feet out from under her with a kick. Vesma hit the ground with a grunt of pain. The lizardman twisted her arm a little further, until something clicked, and then let it go.

      “Give the lady a hand!” he exclaimed.

      By now, the rest of us were running in. Kegohr was the first to the fight, determined to protect his old friend. The lizardman easily sidestepped the thunderous approach of the half-ogre and shoved him in the side as he passed. Kegohr stumbled but kept his feet, turned, and swung a punch at the space where the lizardman had been. Instead of hitting scales, he was left grasping at a swirl of sand.

      “Where’d he go?” Kegohr growled.

      “Here!” The lizardman burst out of the sand behind Kumi.

      She swayed away from him and then back in, following the flowing, wave-like martial arts of her people. As the lizardman flung a punch at her head, she flowed around it and grabbed hold of his arm. She wrenched it down and around, a move that should have thrown him off balance, but he went with and through the movement, throwing himself into a lunge that broke Kumi’s hold. He struck her in the side with the edge of his hand, and she fell gasping to the ground while he disappeared into the sand once more, leaving some of it swirling the air behind him.

      “How’s he doing that shit?” Kegohr pointed at the ground where the lizardman had vanished.

      “Vigor,” I said. “He’s clearly an earth Augmenter, and he’s using it against us.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah? Well, I’ve got Augmenting too, and I’m gonna show him how we work with fire.”

      Flames sprang from Kegohr’s hand.

      “Really?” a voice said behind him.

      Kegohr spun around, but the lizardman was on the move once more. He ducked and wove around Kegohr, forcing the half-ogre to keep turning to follow him. Kegohr kept swinging at him with his fists, his mounting rage forcing me to stay back in case I got too close. When Kegohr started to stumble dizzily, the lizardman shot out a hand and hit him square in the middle of the chest. Kegohr let out a shocked gasp and fell on his back.

      “The bigger they come, the more they can hurt you,” the lizardman said. “No, wait, that’s not it at all!” He held up the bag he’d stolen. “Still after this, yes? Want to beat me up for hurting your friends? Well, come on then.” He held his arms wide. 

      Anger simmered in my stomach, but I forced my mind to let the emotion pass. I didn’t go in fighting without thinking, like my friends had done, because I wanted to study our opponent. He didn’t seem as if he wanted to actually harm us; he just wanted to show off his skills.

      If I was going to catch this guy then I needed to take away his advantage, maybe even beat him at his own game. Instead of charging straight at him, I took a moment to call forth the power of ash inside me. An Ash Cloud billowed from my skin to fill the space around us. With my movements concealed by the mist, I rushed at the lizardman.

      “Nicely done,” said a voice over to my left. “But you think I can’t sense you coming just because I can’t see you? Tut tut tut, boy, I’m not some guardsman on his first watch.”

      I dispersed the mist and looked around. The lizardman stood in front of the shrine again, the bag still in his hand. He tossed another apple ring into the air and caught it in his mouth.

      “You didn’t need these, did you?” he asked.

      This time, I summoned another Ash Cloud, but this one was much thicker, more acrid, and focused around the lizardman’s head. When I heard him rasp and wheeze, I charged, but the ground beneath him shifted. Before I could grab him, he vanished into the sand, leaving the ash hanging uselessly in the air.

      “Over here!” he shouted from the doorway of a half-buried house.

      I ran at him and used Stinging Palm to shoot thorns into the ground at his feet. I was hoping the thorns would make the sand beneath him too dangerous to disappear into. In response, he changed up his own tactics. Sand swirled around him again, but instead of vanishing into it, he sent it blasting out from his body. I hardened my forearm with Compress Ash and raised it just in time to avoid having my face sandblasted. The sand attack had eaten away at the ash covering my arm, and the exposed skin was left raw and stinging. 

      “So close,” the lizardman said, again from a totally different direction. “Should I give you more of a head-start?”

      He was standing in the darkness at the edge of the village, where the flames of the fire barely illuminated him. He rummaged in the bag again and pulled out a flatbread.

      If he was merely a thief, as his poaching of our food seemed to imply, then he was going about it in a strange way. He could have vanished into the night at that point and none of us would have been able to find him, but instead, he was lingering, toying with me.

      He could have been sent to kill us—after all, we had new enemies here and old ones back home, all eager to make us pay, and there had to be people who would hunt down a potential Swordslinger just on principle. But again, he wasn’t acting like a killer. Though he had a leaf-bladed spear strapped to his back, he hadn’t even tried to use it once, and when he gained a decisive advantage, he stepped away rather than following up.

      That only left one option: for some reason, he was testing us.

      It was time for me to do some testing of my own. If I threw some potentially deadly magic at him, then his reactions would tell me a lot about what was going on. If he escalated, then this was clearly all buildup to a kill. If he backed off, then maybe there was a more positive agenda here.

      I cupped my hands together and summoned fire between them. The flames became a sphere that I launched an Untamed Torch in the lizardman’s direction, targeted not to hit him but to go a couple of inches past his head.

      The first thing I learned was that this guy had nerves of steel. He stayed stock-still as the fire flew toward him and past his face. He didn’t even blink as the burst of light blazed by, and his cloudy eyes remained completely still.

      Our mysterious attacker was blind.

      He must be using another sense to find us in the fight. I’d learned in school about how snakes used vibration to identify where their prey was; could that be what this guy was doing? It would explain how he could so easily and precisely follow and counter our movements without having to even look in the right direction.

      Knowing that gave me something to work with. I couldn’t make myself invisible, but maybe I could create vibrations to hide behind, just like I would use terrain to shelter me in a normal fight.

      I called on my Vigor again and sent magical energy flowing down the wood channels that created Plank Pillar. The magic ran through my feet and down through the ground, heading in several directions at once. As each burst of magic neared the surface, the ground around it shook, then bulged, before a pillar of wood burst out of the ground.

      I watched the lizardman’s face as the first pillar burst out. Only a little twitch betrayed how much the sudden vibration had drawn his attention, but that twitch was the most advantage I’d gained so far.

      Another plank pillar shot up, and another. I’d deliberately set them at angles that wouldn’t be stable, and now, the first one crashed to the ground.

      While the other vibrations masked my movements, I advanced across the sand-strewn ground. I sent out more Plank Pillars as I went, and any time the rest of the world went still, so did I.

      The lizardman stood perfectly still, the stolen food forgotten. He tipped his head from side to side, and I guessed that he was listening to determine where I’d gone. But the falling pillars masked the sound of my footsteps as well as the other vibrations.

      I stopped a dozen feet from him. Much closer now, I risked him being able to tell the vibrations apart or just feeling the air move at my approach.

      I gathered my Vigor and took a deep breath.

      Once more, I sent Plank Pillars out through the ground. This time, I directed them behind the lizardman, penning him in. As they rose, I predicted he would try to vanish beneath the earth, so I sent a superheated Untamed Torch at his feet. He yelped and jumped onto a nearby Plank Pillar and gripped onto it with his claws. I continued to burn the ground until the sand turned into glass.

      “Let’s see you try to make an escape now,” I said. “Are we done now?” 

      The lizardman laughed, a sudden sound that made me stiffen. “Oh, yes, all done.” He prodded at my hand. “I know I have a fine face by any standard, but you can let go now. I promise, no more running, no more hitting, and no more stealing your food.”

      The others had gotten back to their feed with a certain amount of wincing and cursing. As I let go of our visitor, the whole team gathered around.

      “Greetings, weary travelers.” The lizardman stood, bowed, and held our haversack aloft. “I bring you this offering, a welcome present for your new home.”

      “That’s our bag,” Vesma said. “And this isn’t our home.”

      “Then I guess it all balances out.” The lizardman tossed the haversack to her. “And we can start over again. I am Tahlis, Guildmaster of the Steadfast Horn Guild.”

      “You’re the Guildmaster?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Out here in the wilderness. On your own.”

      I recalled how the city guards had spoken of Tahlis with as much disdain as Lord Ganyir. If he was an enemy of Mahrai and the cultists, then perhaps he could be a friend. 

      “I am indeed. And that, my little desert flowers, should tell you everything you need to know about the state of the Steadfast Horn.” He looked us up and down. “Do you have names?”

      “I’m Ethan Murphy lo Pashat,” I said. “These are my friends Vesma, Kegohr, and Kumi.”

      I couldn’t help still feeling a little annoyed at the lizardman, but he seemed more of a prankster than a real danger. He was a far cry from the solemn and noble demeanor of Guildmaster Xilarion. He also didn’t seem evil and twisted like Horix had been. 

      “Delighted to meet you,” Tahlis said. “And what brings four foreign travelers to this delightful destination?” He gestured at the barren desert, the ruined houses, and the heap of burning wood.

      “I’m on the Path of the Immortal Swordslinger. That path has brought us here, to tackle a corruption in Gonki province.”

      “Well, I never. I haven’t met a burgeoning Swordslinger in many years. I sense great Wild power in two of your companions as well, and I’m assuming that the last lady is as powerful as she is agile.”

      “Powerful enough to knock you down in the dirt,” Vesma said, hands on hips. “If you’ve got the guts for a straight fight this time.”

      “Young disciple, you should know never to get into a straight fight. Use every advantage the sands give you.”

      We stood staring at the Guildmaster. His cloudy eyes never settled on any of us, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that he was paying close attention, waiting and sensing what we would do next.

      “Why did you attack us?” I asked.

      “I was bored,” he replied with a shrug. “And there have been scouts running out of Hyng’ohr City to hunt me down, far too many of them lately. I wanted to see whether you were more of the same.”

      “Well, we’re not Hyng’ohr scouts.”

      “Exactly what a Hyng’ohr scout would say!” He laughed. “I’m messing with you; none of them are halfway as capable as you are.”

      Kumi frowned. “Why are they hunting for you?”

      Tahlis sighed. “That’s such a long story. There’s arrogance and ambition, tragedy and greed, maybe even a joke or two to keep the people in the cheap seats listening.”

      “We can cope with long stories,” I said. “Ours takes a while.”

      “Then I’m happy to tell, but perhaps we could head back to my residence first?”

      “Your residence?” Vesma asked. “The guild house?” 

      “No, not the guild house,” he answered. “I’ve taken up the Sunstone Temple as my home. It’s a lot safer than trying to sleep out here in the Vigorous Zone. Fewer monsters, unless you worry about the ones under beds.”

      I looked around at my companions and raised a questioning eyebrow. Kumi nodded her agreement. Kegohr shrugged, as happy with a night of monster fighting as with a good night’s sleep. Vesma signaled her unenthusiastic assent with the smallest of nods.

      “All right,” I said. “Let us gather our things, and we’ll go.”

      Soon, we were walking along the familiar valley road. The moon and stars shone down, illuminating our journey toward a natural stone pillar some miles away, topped with the tower of the Sunstone Temple. The ground was still sandy, but dunes starting giving way to formations of old and wind-worn sandstone. They cast angular shadows across the moonlit ground, creating a strange and broken landscape.

      “What happened here?” Vesma asked.

      “First, I attacked you,” Tahlis said. “Then, you decided to make friends with me, and now, you’re coming to sleep at my place. It’s turning into a wild night!”

      “Not that,” she said through gritted teeth. “What happened to Gonki?”

      “Oh, that! Well, I suppose I did promise you a long story.

      “It all starts with two brothers, as folktales often do. Except this is less a folktale and more a tale about folks, in this case Ganyir and Targin, the sons of the late Lord Fermaff Gonki. As young men, both showed an enthusiasm and a talent for war, both in physical combat and in leading their troops. Bold warriors in the finest traditions of Gonki. There was great hope that they’d revive this province’s faltering fortunes, at least among those who always believe that the past is best. You know the types—old, rich people in old, rich houses, dreaming of a world where everyone knew right from wrong, and the right way was theirs.”

      “We don’t need the social analysis,” I said. I’d known enough of those types back on Earth; I didn’t need more of it in the Seven Realms. 

      “Just tell us the history,” Vesma added.

      “Fine, fine. But if you want to learn from my guild, you’ll have to learn to respect its masters. Once we have the right ones back in place, that is.

      “Anyway, Ganyir was the more capable of the two brothers, a better fighter and a more powerful Augmenter, which was fortunate as he was the eldest son and so, heir to the province. For what it’s worth, many also considered him the better of the two—honorable, courteous, willing to listen to enemies as well as friends, proud and supportive of the people of his clan. When Lord Fermaff died, there was mourning, as was only appropriate, but it was soon followed by rejoicing for the ascent of Lord Ganyir.

      “But even as we celebrated, trouble was stirring in the streets of Hyng’ohr. Mysterious strangers had appeared among our people, offering a new path to strength and prosperity.”

      “The Unswerving Shadows Cult,” I said.

      “You’ve met them! Charming, aren’t they? Nothing makes me love a cult like seeing it scapegoat Wilds like me. And all that conspiring in corners, such a charming custom.

      “I was one of the first to seriously clash with the cult, and I thought that I was acting quickly, but in truth, I had left it too late. They had their claws not just in the city but in my guild. Just because I liked to play the occasional prank and sometimes dropped jokes into my lessons, they convinced many in the guild that I didn’t take them seriously. The Steadfast Horn are good people, but our culture encourages a certain pig-headed seriousness, so they were open to the cult’s ideas. They turned against me, and I was cast out.”

      “What about the land?” Vesma asked, growing a little impatient. 

      “I told you this was a long story. Do you know what long means, or have you been meeting the wrong sorts of men?”

      Vesma shot a look at me, and her lips curved into a smile. “My man is capable of telling very long stories. But he doesn’t blabber all the time about himself. Just get on with it.”

      “I’m trying! So, I was cast out, chased back into this wasteland where I’d been born and raised. What happened next I didn’t see myself, but I’ve heard enough to know the truth of it.

      “The Unswerving Shadows got to Targin. He had always been jealous of Ganyir, so he was susceptible to the whispers in his ear saying that he should be lord. He was a thug and a bully, not a noble warrior like his brother, but he was also more cynical and deceptive, so Ganyir didn’t suspect. Targin and the cult recruited many to their side, then took to suppressing their opponents, filling the streets of Hyng’ohr with fear and death. As more and more of his people turned against him, Ganyir withdrew from the city, believing that they would realize their mistake and beg him to return. But he was wrong. Targin consolidated his hold with the help of mercenaries. The sort of tactics for which Gonki Legions used to serve other rulers were turned against us. Now, Targin is the Lord of the Gonki.”

      We walked on through the night, pondering the tragedy of the Gonki brothers. But as I looked across the barren wilderness around us, another thought rose to the fore, the one that had triggered this whole, sorry tale.

      “What about the land?” I asked.

      “That came after they won. So-called Lord Targin went into the Vigorous Zone, along with our High Priest Saruqin and a group of warriors. They took the Earth Core from the heart of the zone so that they could use it to empower their own people, an unthinkable desecration of a Zone.

      “With the Earth Core gone, the monsters continued to come, but the guiding spirit who had made the land livable was gone. The place has become a wasteland, rapidly expanding up and down the valley. Farms and villages have vanished under the sand, sometimes in a matter of days. Magical beasts are running amok.”

      “Speaking of which…” Vesma pointed out among the boulders.

      Shapes were shifting in the moonlight, a score or more of human-size figures, walking toward us.

      As they advanced into the open, I saw their faces and their strange, angular limbs. They were stone golems, like the ones we had faced earlier in the desert. Each one was armed with some sort of stone weapon, and each wore an expression of furious malevolence.

      We drew our weapons and readied ourselves.
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      More than 20 golems advanced in packs, groups of three or four striding toward us across the rocky and sand-strewn ground. None of them spoke, and I had no idea if they even could, or if the mouths carved into their faces were just for show. Their only sound was the thud of stone feet. The moonlight lent them a dark and ghoulish aspect, their faces a broken tableaux of angular shadows and bleak gray stone.

      “Master strengthens me with every battle,” Yono said as I held the Depthless Dream Trident out in front of me. 

      I was so used to fighting with the Sundered Heart Sword that it felt strange to be using anything else, but the fight against Mahrai’s giant earth golem outside the city gates had shown me that we had to try new tricks. 

      I called up the power of water and let it flow through me, emerging in a crackle of forming ice to make plate armor all across my body. Practice had let me refine my Frozen Armor technique so that the plates fitted perfectly to me and left me agile, as if I were fighting in just my clothes.

      Around me, my companions were also preparing. Kumi pulled out a water skin, poured its contents into the air, and started weaving it between her hands, chanting as she used the Song of the Sea. Kegohr and Vesma summoned Flame Shields and sent more fire flaring down their weapons. Tahlis laughed as he raised his leaf-bladed spear.

      “Quite the statuesque beauties, aren’t they?” he said as he watched the golems approach.

      “They’re regular Michelangelos,” I replied. “All that’s missing is a little full frontal nudity.”

      “Are you saying they’re dressed?” Tahlis asked. “Because I’m not hearing the rustle of tunics.”

      “All I’m seeing is a whole lot of weapons.”

      “And they won’t be seeing much of me.”

      Suddenly, sand swirled around Tahlis. He vanished, as he had done while fighting us in the sand-swept village.

      Since that fight, Tahlis had explained the technique he used, Hidden Burrow, and now that I knew what I was looking for, I could follow what was happening. The swirling dust was just for show, a bit of misdirection to throw off observers. While it was sweeping around him, the earth opened and swallowed him. The ground around him became like liquid, and he was able to walk swiftly through it. Moments after he had disappeared, he appeared again behind one of the golems, again in that distinctive whirl of sand.

      “Hello there.” He tapped the golem on the shoulder. As it turned around, Tahlis’ spear slammed into its head. It staggered back with a long, pale scratch across its face.

      Tahlis held his arms wide and unleashed another of his techniques—Sandstorm. A blistering whirlwind burst out around him and flung fine dust in every direction. The leading golems clutched their faces as sand swarmed their eyes.

      While they were distracted, we seized our chance. Vesma darted between the golems on the left. She put out a swift flurry of blows with her spear, each one jabbing at the exposed joints of a golem. None of those blows were hard enough to break anything, but they drew the creatures’ attention, and a whole pack turned to go after her.

      That left the creatures’ backs exposed, and Kegohr hefted his mace in both hands and swung it at the back of the nearest creature’s head. There was a crack as the stone neck exploded, and the head went flying across the crowd to smash another golem in the face. Even as the body fell, Kegohr struck again. His mace hit another golem in the side, and dust flew as cracks rippled across its chest.

      I leaped in among the golems that Tahlis had blinded. Fighting with a trident was different from fighting with a sword. I couldn’t rely on slashing and hacking, but there was great power in stabbing at an opponent’s weak spots. That power was reinforced as I sent my Vigor flowing down the weapon so that its tips were encrusted in ice crystals and imbued with the pure power of water.

      I thrust the trident into the joint around the waist of a golem. There was a grinding sound as metal drove deep between the two sections of stone. The golem turned to face me, and I pushed harder, driving my weapon deep inside, then twisted. The power flowed through me, and a mighty crack resounded as the creature split in half.

      “You call that an attack?” Tahlis said. “Twist as you stab, use the full force for leverage.”

      Another golem, half-blind from the sand in its eyes, tried to grab me from behind. I swung the butt of the spear into its face. As it staggered, I twisted around and swept its legs out with a kick. It hit the ground with a heavy thud. Before it could move, I thrust the trident into its neck with all my strength. The neck snapped, and the head rolled off. The slain golem lay still.

      Sensing movement, I ducked just in time to avoid being decapitated by a blow, then rolled forward and away from the attack. As I came to my feet, I turned around to face three golems, all with twin stone axes raised.

      I flung up a Smothering Mist that blocked the golems’ view, then used it to get clear of their advance. They marched into the edge of the mist and swung at where I had been, even as I darted around a boulder and came at them from the side. Next, I launched an Ash Cloud so that my enemies became surrounded by another cloud, this one black and dry as the desert itself.

      While the golems stumbled into each other in the darkness, I reached out and called part of the Ash Cloud to me. The particles settled in my palm, and I squeezed them tight with both my hand and my Augmenting. Under the concerted pressure of Compress Ash, those particles became a slender knife blade as hard as any metal in the world.

      When the first golem emerged from the cloud, its body smeared with soot, I lunged forward with the knife. I buried it in the golem’s shoulder joint before it even had time to react. As the creature reached around to try to pull the weapon out, I knocked its hand aside and slammed my trident onto the knife handle, like I was hammering in a nail. The golem’s arm broke off and fell to the ground along with the ax it had held.

      Behind the ash-stained golems, Tahlis was still using the same mischievous tactics he had deployed against us. He would blind the golems with Sandstorm, vanish into the ground, and appear again behind them. Then, he would knock one over, trip one up, or take off a limb with a thrust of his spear. Many of the golems he knocked down were finished off by Kegohr, who strode through the middle of the fight like a colossus, laying waste to our granite foes. Some of them got around his shield and hit him on the body or legs, but Kumi was never far away, and she sent out regular tendrils of Vigor-infused water to heal his wounds.

      Vesma paused in her carefully coordinated whirl through the golems and sent a blast of Untamed Torch at the face of the nearest one. It was one of the best Torches I’d seen her throw, an intense and focused ball of searing heat. I thought it would simply leave a scorch mark as the others had done, but she targeted it with pinpoint accuracy at the joint between the golem’s head and neck. The creature was decapitated from the blast, and she went on to use the same tactic on another golem. 

      Tahlis raised a Sandstorm around him. Instead of forming a wild, whirling cloud, the grains drew together, coalescing into solid projectiles the size of ball bearings. They knocked chunks from the arms and faces of golems before aiming purposefully for their heads. In moments, the lizardman’s attack had pulverized the heads of a half dozen golems. He proceeded to add the remnants of the fallen golems to his Sandstorm and use them to destroy even more of the creatures.

      I summoned an Acidic Cloud around the nearest pair of golems. Their outer layer of stone started to dissolve and drip in trickles of green liquid and gray goo. A golem tried to rid the acid from its face, but instead wiped away half its nose and filled in an eye socket. With the creatures softened up in the most literal way possible, I lunged in to finish them off with blows from the Depthless Dream.

      “That’s good,” Yono said within my mind, feminine and bubbling with delight. “These creatures don’t stand a chance against you, do they? I have found the right wielder!”

      Tahlis appeared in the midst of the last three golems, a grin splitting his scaly face.

      “I’m surprised to see the Depthless Dream has left the Qihin Clan,” he said. 

      “How can you even tell what I’m fighting with?” I asked as I stabbed a golem through the hip and broke the joint that held on its leg. “You’re blind.”

      “Ah, but my other senses are powerful. I can hear the difference between clattering blades and ringing prongs, hoof beats and footfalls, the pouring of wine and milk.” He vanished into the ground, then sprung up again beside me. “Also, your friends told me.”

      His leg shot out to kick a golem in the chest. As it stumbled back, I hooked its leg from behind with the trident, and it fell. Immediately, Kegohr jumped over me and smashed its head into dust.

      The final golem made a desperate leap toward Vesma and Kumi. As its arms swung down, Vesma grabbed its wrists. She grunted and strained, holding back the descent of the golem’s twin blades, while Kumi climbed up on its back. She flicked a knife from a sheath on her back, plunged it into the golem’s neck, and twisted. The creature growled, staggered, and finally collapsed face forward. 

      Kumi tugged her knife free and sheathed it. “I much prefer sea monsters to stone monsters.”

      I slung the trident onto my back, where it hung by a strap of woven seaweed, and pulled out a knife of my own.

      “Fighting alongside a master like this,” I said, “tackling strange creatures and learning new ways of fighting. . . it kind of reminds me of being back at our guild.”

      “It doesn’t have the nice bits, like food and beds,” Vesma said.

      Kegohr wiped dust from his mace. “No, no, no, but at least it’s got the fun bits, yeah?” 

      We went around the stone bodies, extracting their magical cores. Some could be pried out from weakened stone using knives and fingers. For others, the rock bodies had to be smashed open using Kegohr’s mace. By the end, another 20 earth cores lay gently glowing in a heap on the sand, to go with the half dozen already in my bag.

      “Not bad going,” Tahlis said.

      Kegohr hefted his mace and glared at the blind lizardman. “Not bad?”

      “Should we divide the cores up?” I asked.

      “You have them,” Tahlis said. “I mastered Ground Strike technique while you were still leaving toddler-shaped trails in the sand.” He shot me a needle-toothed smile, and I couldn’t help but laugh. The lizardman reminded me a little of Tolin. The temple caretaker had taken to mocking me, but I always knew he never held any ill-intent.

      Once again, I stuffed the cores into my bag. I’d always gone near a Vigorous Zone Core when I’d entered the spirit world to learn a new element, but if the core was no longer present in this desert, I might run into some problems. 

      Leaving behind a pile of golem corpses, we carried on along the road down the dried-out valley. We walked more cautiously than before, weapons constantly at the ready, our eyes darting back and forth as we watched for more attacks. Twice, we stopped to face a sudden movement only to see a hyena loping away into the wilderness.

      The sky was turning to gray as we finally approached the Sunstone Temple. It had been an impressive building to see from far away, but up close, it was even more imposing. The approach led up a sunbaked mountain path, with stairs cut into the solid rock. It was a steep ascent past craggy outcroppings, and Kegohr and I entertained ourselves by trying to decide what animal each rock most looked like.

      “That one’s a sheep.” Kegohr declared as he pointed at a rounded lump.

      “No, it’s more like a coiled snake,” I said.

      “Have you even seen a snake?”

      “If this is leading up to showing me yours, no thank you.”

      “Like I’d share it with you. I’m saving this bad boy for next time I see Veltai.” Kegohr grinned, and his expression grew distant, lost in happy memories. He’d only had a few days as a couple with Veltai, a fearsomely strong human Augmenter, before she had to go back to our guild, but those days had clearly left a deep impression.

      While we talked, Vesma was watching Tahlis, a scowl on her face. He was leading the way, so he couldn’t have seen her glare even if he’d had his sight, but something about her demeanor clearly showed her disapproval, as he paused and gestured for her to join him, then started to talk as he walked.

      “What’s bothering you, girl?”

      “You,” she answered.

      “Do I not take life seriously enough for your terribly sincere tastes?”

      “You’re rude, and you’re not funny.”

      “Humor is a matter of opinion. But if you don’t like me, you could have avoided me, so why have you been treading on my tail for the past hour?”

      Vesma hesitated, but only for a moment. “I have a question.”

      “Really? Because that sounded like a statement.”

      “I’ve never heard of anyone taking the core of a Vigorous Zone before. Is all this wasteland from that one act?”

      “All of it.” Tahlis sighed. “This used to be a fertile land. Even in neglect, the soil was rich and the plants bountiful. After all, what is earth if not the food our own food grows from? This valley fed the whole Gonki region, its farms so efficient that most of our men and women could be trained to go away and fight wars. Even in decline, we ate well and lived happily.

      “All that has changed thanks to the meddling of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows. When Targin and Saruqin took the core, they took all that was good and healthy from the Zone. Its power remained but in a twisted form. It drove out the other elements, leaving the land as dry as a dustmite’s junk. There’s enough power still for cored creatures to grow back after they’re harvested, but they come back tougher and more brutal. The harvests for trade that sustained our economy are gone. We can’t grow our own food and can barely pay for it to be transported in. Whichever way you look at it, we’re set to starve.”

      “Why would the Unswerving Shadows do that? Surely, it undermines them too?”

      “Ha! The Shadows are as unswerving in nature as they are in name. Once they have an idea in their heads, there is no moving them. By getting hold of the Earth Core, they can empower their own people in ways that ordinary cores could not. They have drawn the land’s power close to their chests, and so have gained a temporary advantage. But they are too foolish and greedy to see how destructive it could be in the long run.

      “This is the problem with people who follow the Straight Path. What is good inside them withers away.”

      “This business with the Straight Path,” I said as I approached the lizardman. “It’s confusing me. Where I come from, a phrase like that would sound good. When people are honest, we talk about them following the straight and narrow. I think there’s even some scripture verses about how the straight way leads to eternal life.”

      “Eternal life?” Tahlis asked, bemused. “How would you ever be reborn? Your homeland is a nonsense place.”

      Thinking about reality TV and politicians, I was inclined to agree with him, but my question remained unanswered.

      “Still, the phrase ‘Straight Path’ sounds like a good thing…” I recalled how Xilarion had explained to me that the followers of this path were willing to cut corners, to find the quickest way to their desired ends. But I wanted to hear Tahlis explain it. After all, if he could provide a different perspective, I’d get a better understanding of the various paths and how they operated.

      Tahlis stopped, sighed, and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Look out there,” he said, gesturing to the valley below us. His cloudy eyes didn’t follow the direction of his hand, but he tilted his face into the breeze, as if he were smelling, or perhaps feeling, the currents swirling through the air. “Does the road we just followed run straight?”

      “No,” I said, looking back along its curved, sometimes winding route through the abandoned farms, rocky outcrops, and long stretch of desert. “It follows the curve of the river. Sometimes, it alters course to go around the scenery or the places people live.”

      “So, if you wanted to build a straight path up this valley, what would you do?”

      “I suppose I’d have to fill in part of the old river bed, knock down some abandoned farms, smash the rock outcroppings, and use them to fill the holes.”

      “What if the river still ran or those farms were still occupied?”

      I pondered how different that would look and gave a slow nod.

      “Then my straight path would destroy livelihoods, not just where it went but among the people further down who relied on the flow of the river or the food from those farms.”

      “And if instead of barren rock and desert, the lands between them were forests or plains, places where you could see the trees grow and the animals run free? Places teeming with life?”

      I thought about what we’d seen in the desert. Not just monsters, but other living things—foxes, hyenas, crows, scuttling beetles, cacti, and stands of tough, pale grass. That land already teemed with life, as Tahlis must know after living here for so long, but he doubted my ability to see it. 

      “My straight road would destroy those living things,” I said. “And the fragile ecosystem in which they live. I would be ruining everything I went through because I didn’t have the patience to make the extra effort and go around.”

      “You’re smarter than you smell. Which is good, because you smell strange and confused.”

      “This is a strange and confusing world.”

      “Exactly! The world is strange and confusing, but that’s where its wonder lies. It challenges us to take the winding path, to explore new places, to work around others as they work around us. It is the only way that we can live together, not just with other thinking beings but with animals, plants, and the world.

      “Followers of the Straight Path are obsessed with their own power. They dress it up in talk of building better worlds, but those worlds are always about them and people like them, not about the many different people and ways of life that fill the human plane. Their Straight Path means taking the shortest route, not the best one, flattening the world out for their convenience. If anyone stands in their way, whether by purpose or by accident, then they will destroy them and everything that matters to them. For some, it is driven by indifference, for others by hatred of the other, but the end result is always the same—evil.”

      “And the Wandering Path?”

      “When we follow the Wandering Path, we follow the way of the world as it is. Like the road up this valley, we wind around the lives of others and the wonders of nature. We empower ourselves so that we can live lives of honor. That cannot be done by taking from the innocent or destroying the wonders of the world.”

      “And the Path of Peace?”

      Tahlis shrugged. “It is another path of good intention. It is not mine, but it at least does not rely on crushing the dreams of others.”

      “And the Path of the Swordslinger?”

      “I haven’t seen you flattening a lot of farmsteads. I think you’ll be all right.”

      At last, we reached the top of the stairs winding up the rocky pillar. The Sunstone Temple stood before us, a great round tower of pale stone with a smaller tower protruding from one side. It hung out over a cliff edge, suspended above the void by some impressive feat of engineering, a reminder that in some ways, this world was as sophisticated as the one I’d left behind. Narrow arched windows dotted the walls, and crenelations ran around the rooftop. This was clearly as much a fortress as it was a place of worship.

      At the top of the stairs, a pair of dog statues carved from dark stone flanked the approach to the temple. They towered over us, their mouths hanging wide to expose pointed teeth and big eyes staring down with piercing intensity, as if scrutinizing our very souls.

      I paused on the top step and looked out across Gonki Province. At the eastern end of the valley, the sun was rising over the sea, a growing semicircle of warm, inviting light that made the temple’s fearsome guardians feel like familiar friends.

      The core for this Vigorous Zone might have been stripped, but there was great magic here in the temple. If I had to guess, I would have said this place was where the core had been taken from. The residual Vigor flowed through the temple and made my skin crawl. 

      “I like this place,” I said. “I’m going to sit here for a while.”

      “Shouldn’t you come and get some sleep?” Kumi asked. “It’s been a very long day.”

      “I have something to do first.” 

      I pulled 20 golem cores out of my bag and set them on the ground beside me.

      “If you think you’re up to it.” She leaned in toward me, eyebrows raised.

      “I’ll be fine. But if you guys are making breakfast, save me some.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      Kumi leaned down and kissed me, then followed the others past the guardian dogs and into the temple.

      I sat on the topmost of the worn stone steps, my mind focused and my robe open to the waist. One by one, I picked up the cores and pressed them against my chest. As each one touched my skin, a tingling ran through me, the sensation of raw Vigor cascading into my body. I was filled with a rush of energy, and my heart beat faster in anticipation of what was to come. With each new core, a warm glow in my chest grew stronger. 

      The power of earth was inside me. Now, I just had to forge new pathways so that I could unlock its uses.

      I closed my eyes and opened the mystical channels that ran through me. Earth flooded along them, and I embraced it. I was at one with the element. As I took a deep, meditative breath, the world as I knew it faded away.

      I found myself standing on the hard, cracked soil of a dried-up lake bed. Rocks protruded through the caked dirt, but there were no plants or animals, nor signs of the water that, in the human plane, would have given this place its shape. Every way I looked, the lake bed ended with tall, rocky banks that stretched like cliff faces to whatever world was waiting beyond.

      There was a hiss like the sound of sand running through a timer, amplified a hundred times over. I turned to look and saw a towering figure, seven feet tall and made entirely of sand. Like the other elemental spirits I had met, this one was human-like, standing on two legs. His head was smooth and his face blank except for two pits where eyes would have been. Unlike the others, he had four arms, two on each side of his torso.

      Grains of sand flowed as he flexed his arms and tilted his head from side to side, scrutinizing me. As he advanced, each thudding footstep left a little of the sand behind.

      I swallowed and raised my hands, ready to face my opponent. 
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      The earth spirit walked slowly, steadily, with ponderous steps. His movements had a careful deliberation about them—no rushing, no hesitation. I watched every motion, trying to identify his vulnerabilities, whether weak points in his body or particularities in his movements I could exploit. But I saw nothing except for the oncoming sand and the blankly merciless pits of his eyes.

      Here in the spirit realm, I couldn’t rely on the tricks I would use in the human realm. I had no magic and no weapons on my side, just my bare hands and whatever tricks my mind could come up with. I had learned from previous encounters that the terrain was vital. The spirit realm might be home to these beings, but it still contained things I could exploit against them. The trick was in working out what and how.

      First, I needed to test the limits of this creature.

      I ran toward him and sprang into the air, leg extended for a flying kick. My foot smashed into the spirit’s head. Sand burst apart, and I hurtled through. I had expected the jolt of an impact to stop me, so I had to adjust as I went, but I managed to make a controlled landing on the packed earth, rolling forward and using a break fall to absorb some of the impact. Even so, it left me bruised on my arm and back as I sprung back to my feet.

      I twisted around, expecting to see the spirit headless. Could I really have succeeded already? I had been getting a lot of practice fighting spirits in general, and at fighting earth creatures in particular over the past couple of days. It seemed unlikely that I would have won so easily, but I had just destroyed my opponent’s head. Except I was expecting that it would grow back. 

      And that’s exactly what I saw as the spirit turned to face me. His head was rising once more, a new one forming from the sand of his upper body. The only thing to show for my apparent success was a small pile of sand on the ground, the remains of what I had kicked away. At least that wasn’t rejoining the spirit but lay as a pale trail against the dark earth, just like the sand from his footsteps.

      This time, I approached the spirit more cautiously. As I got close, he swung one fist around in a slow punch from the left. I dodged right, only for two more fists to sail at me, and I had to leap back, somersaulting clear of the creature’s reach.

      The earth spirit ran at me, all four arms flailing. I bobbed and weaved as I blocked some strikes and dodged others. Darting from foot to foot, trying to avoid being overwhelmed by the blows, I barely had a chance to strike back. With twice as many arms as me, the creature had a constant advantage. But I managed to get a kick in, and my foot slammed into his hip. Again, there was a spray of sand, and again, the wound healed up as more sand flowed in to fill the gap.

      With one leg still extended, I was caught off balance for a moment, unable to dodge one of the spirit’s attacks. His fist hit me in the middle of my chest and sent me flying. I slammed into the packed dirt, my head collided with solid ground, and stars danced before my eyes.

      I stumbled to my feet and shook my head in a desperate attempt to stop the world spinning. The spirit was almost on me again, so I backed hurriedly away, arms raised defensively, fighting for time while my head slowly cleared.

      Near the edge of the lake bed, a boulder rose from the ground like a thick finger pointing into the sky. The earth spirit came lumbering after me as I dashed around the boulder, moving faster than the spirit could, and came in behind him. With my opponent’s back to me, I had the perfect opportunity. I hammered at him with fists and feet, punching and kicking in a rapid flurry of blows. Sand flew and got into my eyes and mouth, but I didn’t slow for a moment. I wanted to do as much damage as I could while the creature was vulnerable.

      The earth spirit turned and raised his fists. I backed off and paused to survey my handiwork.

      I’d definitely achieved something. The spirit was a few inches shorter than he had been at the start, with trails of sand showing where that height had gone. Even as he followed me again, he was leaving some of itself behind.

      That gave me hope. There were no critical points to strike, and the creature could recover from any blow I made against him, but he was clearly falling apart. Every blow I struck and every step it took diminished him a little more. The problem was that it was slow going. At this rate of loss, I would be here for months before the spirit was defeated. In the meantime, I would become exhausted, and the spirit would win.

      He advanced on me again, and I blocked a series of attack from the fists to my left, but then one came in from the right and grabbed my arm. The creature lifted me off my feet and flung me across the lake bed. My skin scraped across rough ground like I was rubbing across a cheese grater, leaving a row of bloody, dirt-filled scratches down my arm.

      The spirit thundered toward me. I pushed myself up to my knees, but I was too slow. His foot connected with my jaw, and I went flying back again to lie sprawled in the dirt.

      The creature reached down and wrapped two of its hands around my face. Sand flowed into my nose and mouth, choking me, and when I tried to pull the hands away, my own hands passed through the sand. I felt like I was drowning, and there was no way out.

      But if my hands could pass through the sand, then surely my face could too. I rolled to the left, and the creature’s grip slid off me. Spitting sand, I stumbled to my feet and ran off across the lake bed.

      Once I was far enough away I stopped, spat the sand from my mouth, and caught my breath. This fight wasn’t like the ones I’d had before. The spirit could batter at me, but as that last attack had shown, I could get clear of a killing blow. It was the same the other way around; I could wear away at the earth spirit but not do anything that might bring me a sudden and decisive win. This was a test of patience.

      When it was needed, I could be patient. I’d spent days staking out a Russian corporate headquarters in Barcelona, just waiting to see if one woman turned up. But that had been in other circumstances, without lives immediately at stake based on my presence or absence. This was different. As long as I was away in the spirit realm, my friends didn’t have my help against the monsters roaming the Gonki Valley. And as long as we left things in Gonki the way we’d found them, people would be starving and suffering beneath the cruelty of the Straight Path. I needed to find a way to make it fall apart faster.

      The earth spirit had nearly reached me again. I set off at a steady jog around the perimeter of the lake bed, with the spirit close behind. As we ran, I glanced back and was pleased to see that it was still shedding plenty of sand with each footfall. Running would mean he lost more that way, but it was only a start, and for all I knew, the spirit could keep running forever. Even in the spirit realm, away from my frail and mortal body, I had stricter limits.

      The wounds in my arm itched and throbbed. I ignored them. As long as I survived, they would fade when I left this place. I simply had to shake off the pain as a distraction and work out how to leave.

      I put on a fresh burst of speed to increase the distance between the spirit and me. He kept coming, shedding sand as he came, slowly diminishing over time.

      The dirt banks around the outside of the lake bed were steeply and irregularly sloped. Looking ahead, I spotted a section with a series of protruding rocks and clumps of dirt that I could use to climb. Beyond them, there was a heap of rocks halfway up the bank and crumbled earth on the slope beneath it. 

      Perfect for what I had planned.

      I sprinted for that stretch of the bank and dashed up it. I practically jumped from one foothold to the next as I scrambled along and up the bank. Many of my footholds broke away as I pushed off, but I kept from sliding back down to the spirit that was watching for me at the bottom.

      The spirit didn’t immediately chase up after me. Instead, he followed on a parallel route along the base of the bank. He stood patiently, arms wide, sand trickling from him, while he waited for me to miss my footing and fall.

      At last, I was in the perfect position, halfway up the towering bank. I stood on a heap of protruding rocks and dirt, above a patch of broken ground.

      “Come and get me!” I shouted.

      I pulled a rock from the bank above me and flung it at the spirit. The stone burst through the creature’s chest in a spray of sand. I pulled out another and another, doing the same with each one. Sand flowed down to fill the holes I had made, making the creature just a little shorter, but that wasn’t my main aim. Far more important was his response, as he came to the bottom of the bank and started trying to climb straight up the steep slope.

      Taking such a direct path, the spirit struggled to get higher. He had found his own straight path and, as in the human realm, it was a destructive one. The rocks he got hold of couldn’t take his weight and so, they gave way beneath him. Twice, he slid down the bank in a spray of dirt.

      On his third try, I didn’t wait for him to be his own undoing. I braced myself against the bank and kicked at the rocks beneath me. For a moment, nothing changed. Then came a sudden cracking noise as that section of the bank gave way. I leaped clear and landed on another dirt outcrop while the place where I had stood fell.

      The dirt and rocks went crashing down on the spirit. He was flung from his feet and was almost buried beneath the weight of earth. Sand flew as sections of the creature were knocked away. The rest of him lay trapped, pinned down by the weight of dirt.

      I watched in triumph as a sandy hand stretched out from beneath the heap but couldn’t get a grip to clear any of it away. The sand was still crumbling.

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the bank. 

      When I opened them, I was back on the top step of the Sunstone Temple, between its guardian dogs.

      The power of the earth was flowing through me, but I needed to test the Ground Strike technique that Tahlis had said the cores would give me. 

      Off to one side of the path, in front of the temple, was an area of open ground. I stood in the middle of it and emptied my mind as I focused on the sensations of the Vigor in my body. It was flowing from my stomach up through my chest, across the muscles of my shoulders, and down my arms until it pooled like heavy boulders in my hands.

      Trusting the Vigor to guide me, I clenched my fist, sank to one knee, and punched the ground.

      It was a cautious blow. I didn’t know if it would work or what it would do. If I ended up breaking my fingers, then I wouldn’t even be able to fight.

      I needn’t have worried. The ground yielded as I hit, then rose back up as a shockwave ran through the earth. A wave of dirt and stone rippled away from me. It hit a dilapidated wooden shack at the far side of the open ground, and the shack exploded at the impact, reduced to a heap of splinters and broken planks.

      My skin tingled as I stood staring at my own fist.

      “Damn, it’s great being me,” I said quietly.

      “I must admit, with those women who follow you around, I wouldn’t mind being you, either.” 

      I whirled around to see Tahlis standing on the path to the temple, his arms folded.

      “Maybe only for a day,” he continued. “But that would be enough.”

      “I don’t mind you looking, but no touching,” I said. 

      “Oh, I would never dare.” He flashed me a grin. “Your women are your women.” He looked at the remnants of the shack I’d just destroyed. “That technique you just learned is Ground Strike. Be careful, it uses up a lot of Vigor, which is the reason it’s so powerful. At high levels, it can create a tsunami of earth that will knock holes in armies.”

      “Nice,” I said as I looked from my first to the shack. 

      We headed into the Sunstone Temple. Despite the sophistication of the outside architecture, the interior was primitive in design, a cave-like space built from rough blocks of stone. From comparing the two ways of building, I suspected that this interior space was much older, a shrine from the early days of civilization in the valley, with the exterior being built around it later as extra protection for the priests and their servants.

      The room we had entered was clearly the main chapel. Sunlight streamed in through the windows to illuminate statues of gods behind small altars lining the walls of the room. Some of the gods had been carved to look like sentient beings: humans, dwarves, lizardmen, elves, and so on. Others were stranger and more abstract, from a giant floating eye to something like a dog made out of rough, angular crystals. 

      A tall, broad-shouldered man knelt in front of one of the altars, with light brown hair hanging across his face. Incense smoke swirled from a bowl on the altar in front of him.

      Kumi emerged from a side door and handed me a bowl. It held pieces of fish and scrambled eggs, wrapped up in a flatbread.

      “Breakfast as promised,” she said. “Now, I’m going to sleep. We’ve got monastic cells on the next floor up.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled as I gratefully accepted the food. “And goodnight.”

      “There’s someone you should meet,” Tahlis said to me. “Come.”

      He led me to the kneeling man, who looked up as we approached. He wore pale woolen robes marked with zigzag symbols, tied around with a sword belt. In the alcove behind him, a suit of banded metal armor sat in a discarded heap, its plates marked with the same zigzag symbol as his clothes. Gray flicked his beard, and crow’s feet stretched from the corners of his eyes. Despite his age, he was in incredible physical shape, impressively muscled and without an ounce of fat on display. He should have been imposing, but it was undermined by his slumped shoulders, his downcast eyes, and the sigh he let out as he got to his feet.

      “My Lord Ganyir,” Tahlis said with a deep and apparently heartfelt bow. “May I present the Immortal Swordslinger, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat. Ethan, this is Ganyir, Lord Gonki, the rightful ruler of this province.”

      “My lord.” I bowed at the waist.

      “Enough of that.” Ganyir rubbed his eyes with one hand. “A lord would be ruling his city. I’m cast out here, with the vultures and the lizards.”

      “There are worse things to be than a lizard, my lord,” Tahlis said sharply.

      “Of course,” Ganyir said. “I’m sorry, Guildmaster. Sometimes, I forget myself. I have lost my city and with it, my responsibility to care for the Gonki Clan. I have no place offering insult to others.”

      “I wish to ask a question, my lord,” I said. A few months ago, I would have outright asked it, but I now understood the customs of the Seven Realms. I might not have exactly liked them, but I wouldn’t shirk them needlessly. 

      “You can ask,” Ganyir replied. “Only time will tell if I can answer.”

      “Why haven’t you taken back Hyng’ohr City?”

      “You don’t fuck around, do you, Swordslinger?” Ganyir let out another sigh. “Come on, let’s take this out into the sunlight. Tahlis says it’s good for me.”

      “Basking in sunlight is good for anyone,” Tahlis said as we walked back out into the temple’s minimalist grounds.

      “For anyone?” I asked. “Or just for lizards?”

      “If it’s good enough for us, then it’s definitely good enough for you shaved monkeys. Now, my lord, time to talk.”

      “Fine, fine.” Ganyir walked over to the edge of the cliff at the base of the temple and looked down into the valley below. His head hung loose, and the wind blew strands of unkempt hair around his face. Out in the sunlight, it became obvious how worn and dirty his clothes were. “Hyng’ohr fell because I let my better nature get the best of me.”

      “Pardon, my lord,” I said, “but that’s not much of an answer.”

      “And I’m not much of a man.”

      “Self-pity isn’t a good look on a ruler,” I said. 

      “My fist won’t be a good look on your face, but I’ll still leave you bloody.”

      At last, there was a flash of something stronger in his eyes, a layer of steel beneath the loss. I smiled at finding something of the man that seemed to lurk beneath, but then his face fell again as he looked out toward the east, where the city lay.

      “I lost the city long before I knew it,” Ganyir said. “There were warning signs, hints that Targin and Saruqin were up to no good, but I didn’t want to believe it. Not of my own brother. Not of our high priest. So, I let them continue, deluding myself that everything they did was for the good of the city, the good of the clan.

      “Piece by piece, the Unswerving Shadows took over everything. Through cruelty and fear, they forced the people to bend to their will. Those who resisted were labeled as heretics, hunted down and killed. The streets were awash with the stink of brimstone and whispers of the vanished. At least I could take comfort that the farms and villages prospered, but after I left, even that fell. They took the Earth Core and now, my people’s whole land lies in ruins. All because I was too weak.”

      “So, all this is Targin’s doing?”

      Ganyir snorted. “Targin has played his part, but it doesn’t start with him. Saruqin, the priest. . . the rot spreads from him. He convinced the clan to turn against me, with whispers in the ear and rumors in the streets. He was the one who corrupted Targin with dreams of wealth and power.”

      “We take out Saruqin, and we save the city.”

      “You still don’t understand. Saruqin isn’t merely a priest. He has power unlike any Augmenter I’ve ever seen before, and I have walked this world for over 50 years. You think it was an easy task for them to take the Earth Core and bend it to their will? That takes something more than you or I could achieve. I can’t take Hyng’ohr City back with Saruqin defending it, and I don’t see anyone, not even a would-be Swordslinger, being able to take him down.”

      “You haven’t seen me in action yet, my lord.”

      “I have heard such words from many young men. None yet have lived up to their own ambitions.”

      “Then I will be the first.”

      “Ha!” Ganyir grinned. His sudden mirth seemed to weary him because he sighed and frowned. 

      “Thank you for your time, my lord,” I said. “It was an honor to meet you, but I should go and sleep. Perhaps we can talk some more tomorrow?”

      “Perhaps,” Ganyir said, staring over the brink. “If I’m still here.”

      Leaving Tahlis to watch over his lord, I headed back into the temple, through the door Kumi had used, and up a spiral staircase. As she’d said, there were monastic cells at the top, small sleeping rooms set off from a narrow corridor. I found an empty room, with bare walls and only a cot for furniture. I closed the door behind me, dumped my weapons and bag in the corner, stripped off my clothes, and collapsed into bed. I pulled a sheet up over me and, despite the bright morning light streaming in through the narrow window, felt the tendrils of sleep creeping across my mind.

      The latch on the door clicked. I reached for my sword, but then saw who it was.

      “Vesma,” I said, letting go of the weapon. “Is something the matter?”

      “Nothing we can’t sort out between ourselves.”

      She closed the door behind her. She was barefoot, wearing only her robes and not the leather body armor and bracers she normally wore everywhere.

      “Remember our night at the Resplendent Tears?” she asked.

      I nodded and smiled. The Resplendent Tears Guild, a place riddled with the corruption of the Unswerving Shadows, didn’t hold many happy memories, but the night that Vesma had come to my room after dark was one of them.

      “This time, we’ll see each other,” she said.

      She unbelted her robe, shrugged it from her shoulders, and let it fall to the floor, revealing every inch of her pale, petite body. She reached back behind her head, accentuating the curve of her breasts, and unfastened her hair so that it fell like a dark waterfall down her back.

      I started to sit up, but she pushed me back down on the bed, pulled the sheet aside, and lay down beside me.

      “It’s been too long.” She ran a hand down my chest, across my belly, and on. I came awake at her touch, nerves tingling as her fingers took hold of me.

      I cupped one of her breasts and then moved in to kiss it, tasting the salt tang of her flesh. She let out a quick gasp as my teeth tickled her nipple. She pulled me up and kissed me hard, then pushed me back and swung a leg across me. Our bodies pressed together, and I felt the softness of her take me in. Each of us took a deep breath as we joined together.

      She moved against me slowly, deliberately, as we relished every moment. I scattered kisses across her lips, her cheek, her neck, her shoulders, while her hand ran across my chest, tracing patterns only she could see. Our pleasure mounted as we rode that tiny cot together, doing things that monks would never do in these cells.

      I ran my hands down her, drawing breaths of delight as I caressed her sides, her back, and on down. I shuddered with pleasure as she moved harder, faster, more urgently.

      She leaned down so that her lips were beside my ear. “I want you to take me,” she whispered. “Take me with all the power and strength of the Swordslinger.”

      She climbed off me and turned around, revealing the rounded perfection of her ass. I got to my knees and pulled in close behind her. She arched her back, and I gasped in excitement as I slid inside her once more. Then, we were moving together, hot and hard and passionate, building toward a crescendo of pleasure. I watched the curve of her back, the swaying curtains of her hair, the slender beauty of her face as she turned to look back at me, eyes wide.

      The pleasure became too much to bear. I gave one last, powerful thrust, and we both cried out as the moment overcame us.

      We collapsed together on the bed. Vesma curled up against my chest.

      “Now, you really have earned your sleep,” she said.

      I closed my eyes, and a moment later, I was lost to the world.
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      I woke in the small, rock-walled room. Light was shining in through the single window, illuminating bare walls and a floor of stone slabs. I yawned and looked up at the ceiling, where cobwebs shifted in a slight breeze. I must have only slept for a few hours because it was still daylight, or, more likely, I’d slept through the day and through the night. 

      Someone knocked at the door. Half asleep, I responded on instinct.

      “Come in.”

      At my words, someone shifted beside me. I looked down and saw Vesma curled up on my chest. She smiled sleepily up at me and brushed strands of hair from her face. Then, her eyes widened with alarm as she looked at the door.

      The latch on the door clicked, and it started to swing open. At last, my brain caught up with the two different aspects of this moment and how they were about to collide. I hastily pulled a sheet up over our naked bodies.

      Kumi walked into the room with the usual confident sway of her hips, long split skirt swaying around her. She looked bright and refreshed, with a beaming smile and neatly tended braids falling across one shoulder and down the curve of a barely concealed breast. A sea breeze seemed to follow her in, fresh, cool, and with a hint of salt.

      “Good afternoon, sleepy heads,” she said. “How are the two of you doing?”

      I glanced between the two women. While they both knew that they didn’t have a sole claim on me, this was the first time that we’d faced the issue so directly. It was one thing for Kumi, Vesma, or even Faryn to drag me off into a corner where we could have fun with no one looking. It was quite another for one of them to walk in on me naked with one of the others.

      If it bothered Kumi, she showed no sign of it. The latecomer to our group, she’d become involved with me knowing that the others were already there. She’d also been the most direct about it, with all her talk about the brides of the legendary Swordslingers and how those ancient figures had made multiple marriages to share their power with the next generation. Even her father, King Beqai, was on board with the arrangement, giving me the Depthless Dream Trident as a betrothal gift.

      Vesma, on the other hand, was less open with anything relating to sex and emotions. As Kumi walked in, she stiffened and drew the sheet tighter around her shoulders. Yet the way her eyes wandered across Kumi, there was something more there than just tension or hostility. Affection mingled awkwardly with more troubled feelings.

      “Honestly, I’ve only just woken up,” I said to Kumi. “It might be a few minutes before I can tell you how I’m doing.”

      “That seems more than fair.” She laughed. “I wouldn’t have interrupted your slumber, but Tahlis is calling for you. He says that he has something important to discuss.”

      “Tell him I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I said.

      “Of course.” She smiled. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      She walked out and closed the door behind her.

      Vesma groaned and pulled the sheet up over her head.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Want more sleep,” she said. “Or maybe more of something else…”

      Her lips pressed against my chest, and her fingers slid down my body. I stirred at her touch, blood pumping, heart beating faster in anticipation. I ran a hand down her side, treasuring the feel of her smooth, taut flesh, and closed my eyes while I enjoyed the scent of her hair.

      “Tahlis is waiting for you,” she said. “We don’t have enough time for me.” She suddenly moved down, and her tongue flashed against my manhood. I groaned as she pleasured me, and it didn’t take long for me to reach fulfilment. I heard her swallow, and she looked up at me with hungry eyes. 

      “You owe me,” she said. 

      I laughed. “I’ll have plenty of chances to pay you back.” 

      Vesma sat up, retrieved a piece of leather cord from the floor, and started tying back her hair. “Now, go save the world.”

      I reached for my pants. “Are you going to have a problem with Kumi?” 

      Vesma took a deep breath before looking me in the eyes. She wore a small, reflective smile. 

      “It won’t be a problem,” she said. “I just need to adjust to it. I’m used to competing for everything, fighting over everything, proving my worth in conflict with others. Kumi’s great, but that part of my brain keeps wanting to treat her as a competitor, to pick a fight over you. Once I get over the need to mark my territory, it’ll all be fine.”

      “I like it when you mark your territory. It means I get these midnight visits.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll be coming for these no matter what.” She leaned over and kissed me, then lay back on the bed. “Now, clear out. I want to get some more sleep.”

      I laughed and picked up my robe. A few minutes later, I was fully dressed and heading out the door, weapons in place and ready for action.

      I found Tahlis standing on the open ground outside the temple, looking down the stairs that wound up the mountainside. Six figures were making that tiring ascent, all of them dressed in long, brown robes and with weapons at their sides.

      “Glad you could take time out from your women,” Tahlis said. “You’re the Swordslinger in more ways than one, aren’t you?”

      “Very funny,” I said. “So, what’s the important thing you wanted to talk about?”

      “Them.” Tahlis pointed to the approaching figures.

      “Visitors from Hyng’ohr?” I asked.

      “Where else would anyone come from around here?”

      “You tell me. You’re the wise and mysterious one. I’m just your guest.”

      Tahlis laughed. “Yes, yes, of course, they’re from Hyng’ohr. In fact, unless my nose deceives me, I know this group. They’re initiates from my guild.”

      “The guild that turned against you? So, they’re here to take you out?”

      I took hold of my sword and let the channels within me open, ready to unleash the Vigor that powered my Augmenting.

      “I doubt it. These were the oddballs, the ones who never quite fit in. They weren’t involved in having me exiled, and I doubt anyone would choose them for an assassination job. If they’ve come this far, then we may have the first recruits to our cause.”

      “Why are they here now?”

      “They might have heard of a certain Swordslinger and his merry band visiting the city walls. I think you inspired them.”

      I slid my sword into its scabbard. “We should invite them in and see what they can tell us about the situation in the city.”

      “Eventually, sure.” Tahlis grinned, and his forked tongue shot out to taste the air. “But I want to test them first, see how they’re learning after months without a proper master. You want to help?”

      “Sure.”

      “You won’t need to hold back. These few are initiates, but they really ought to be disciples by now. I want you to give them everything you’ve got.”

      “Everything?” 

      “Well, maybe not everything. Keep your other sword in your pants.” Tahlis laughed at his own joke. “Seriously, though, you keep them on your toes. Just don’t kill them. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

      “Got it,” I said. 

      “Excellent. I’ll hold them at the top of the stairs while you get around behind them.”

      Tahlis walked over to the top of the steps and stood, arms folded, stiff-backed, and expectant.

      I looked down the mountainside. Below the stairs, the rock sloped steeply away. The rock face was uneven, with plenty of places that could conceal me from the initiates as they passed, but getting safely down to them would be tricky. I had some experience as a climber, but what I didn’t have with me were climbing shoes, rope, or any of the other gear I would have wanted for such a difficult descent.

      On the other hand, I did have Augmenting.

      I shot a thorn using Stinging Palm technique. Instead of focusing on large thorns or clusters of them as I did in combat, I made it a single, narrow spike, as hard as possible. It hit the rock face below me with all the power of a shot from a nail gun and buried itself halfway into the cliff face.

      Perfect. I fired more shots like that, making a series of foot and handholds down to a crevice in the rocks beneath the stairs. Then, I lowered myself over the edge and climbed down, taking great care with every step. If I slipped or one of the thorns gave way, I would plummet to my doom. But the thorns I’d summoned held strong, and my old skills held true. My muscles tensed as I clung by my fingertips to the cliff face, but soon, I was hidden against the rock while the initiates walked past above me, puffing and panting from their long ascent.

      “Where have you been?” Tahlis called out as the initiates neared the top of the stairs.

      “In the city, Master,” a woman replied.

      I quietly shot another thorn into the rock above me and started pulling myself up. There were some foot and handholds I could use, but whenever one was missing, I created it using my Vigor. Quietly, carefully, I climbed up toward the steps behind the initiates.

      “And why were you in the city?” Tahlis asked. “I was here, and you’re my pupils, aren’t you?”

      “You were cast out, Master. We didn’t know what to do.”

      “You could have tried to stop them casting me out. Or is that too obvious for such a sophisticated mind as yours?”

      “We’re sorry, Master. We didn’t know what to do about-”

      “Blah blah blah, excuses excuses. You’ve all simply been sitting around braiding each other’s hair and hoping this would go away, haven’t you? Except Fig there, who looks like he’s spent the whole time eating.”

      “Hey! You don’t know that! Er, I mean, you don’t know that, oh respected Guildmaster.”

      I reached the top of my climb and slid onto the steps behind the initiates, who stood with their shoulders slumped and heads hanging.

      “We’re sorry, Master,” the leader said. She was a tall human, thin and gawky, with a spear strapped to her back. “We just… We didn’t… You know we’re not very…”

      If this was the most outspoken of them, it was no wonder these guys had struggled to make their voices heard or to find a place in the guild. But they seemed sincerely sorry, and I could see something more than mischief in Tahlis’ expression.

      “I believe you, Choshi,” he said. “And I don’t blame you. It was safer to keep your heads down. No point throwing your lives away by fighting at the wrong time.”

      “Thank you, Master,” Choshi said as her head lifted. “We want to do the right thing.”

      “And so I suppose you’ve come to train with me again?” Tahlis asked.

      “We have, Master,” they replied.

      “Ha! Bullshit! You’ve come to see the Swordslinger, not me, haven’t you?”

      They all shared guilty looks.

      “Oh, yes, I know why you came.” Tahlis said. “And your first task is to take him down.”

      The initiates glanced nervously at each other and started readying their weapons.

      “Where is he?” Choshi asked.

      “Behind you,” Tahlis said with a grin.

      As they turned, I was already charging up the stairs. The initiates went scurrying up the steps away from me, grappling with their weapons as they ran. They shot past Tahlis and onto the open ground outside the temple. The guildmaster stepped aside, laughing to himself, and let me past to face them.

      The initiates had spread out across the open ground, not making any concerted effort to work together or back each other up. Closest to me were a slightly chubby elven woman and a short, dark-skinned human with a pot belly.

      The elf flung her arms wide and summoned a Sandstorm, less impressive than the ones Tahlis used, and flung it at me. I dashed sideways, and the blast of sand rushed past before falling uselessly across the top of the stairs.

      The human crouched and punched the ground, creating a Ground Strike. A shockwave rippled toward me, lifting earth and stones. The moment before it would have hit, I jumped forward, over the advancing wave, and landed in a forward roll that brought me up only a few feet from the pair.

      As they reached for their swords, I flung up an Ash Cloud around their heads. It billowed blackly around them, obscuring their view. The elf started sneezing violently while the human coughed and wheezed. It was clear that neither of them had faced this before from the way they waved ineffectively at the air in front of their faces, trying to disperse the cloud, rather than getting out of it.

      While they were blinded, I took my chance. I didn’t want to do these initiates any lasting damage, so I kept my weapons sheathed. Instead of using the sword or the trident, I went in with bare hands and feet.

      I went for the elf first. She was a good three inches taller than me, but her movements indicated someone who wasn’t very dexterous. I brought my weight close to the ground and swept her legs from under her with a low kick. She dropped straight down like a felled tree. 

      The human stumbled out of the cloud and looked at me with bloodshot eyes. I kicked him in his copious stomach, and he buckled over. As my elbow connected with the back of his head, he collapsed with a drawn out groan.

      More Sandstorms hurtled toward me, ripping apart my Ash Cloud as they came. I threw myself to the ground and let the sand blast harmlessly over me, then scrambled back up into a crouch.

      Two more of my opponents were closing in. Both were male—a squinting human with long, red hair and a dwarf with piercings through his nose, ears, and lips. The dwarf was swinging a club while the human had his hand out, ready to Augment.

      Already close to the ground, I slammed my fist down, and a Ground Strike rippled away from me, more powerful than the one my opponents had used. It knocked both initiates off their feet, and the club flew from the dwarf’s hand.

      The last two started closing in to protect their prone allies. I fired three Untamed Torches in their direction, deliberately aiming wide so that I would scare them but not hit them. As I’d expected, they weren’t used to fire magic, and they dashed away and stared nervously at the scorched ground where the flames had struck.

      In the meantime, the dwarf had started getting back to his feet. I kicked his club away just as he was grabbing for it, but he snatched my leg instead. Muscular fingers closed around my ankle and twisted. Rather than resist, I went with the movement and kicked off with my other foot. I spun 360 degrees through the air, breaking his hold on me in the process, and lashed out with my foot. The kick collided with his face, and he took a step back, clutching his bloody nose. I landed, grabbed his other arm, twisted, and flung him over my shoulder. He was mostly made of muscle and was a hell of a weight to lift, but I was relying on balance rather than straight strength, and the move worked. He landed with a crash and lay clutching his back.

      The ground rippled, and I was flung from my feet as a Ground Strike went past. I jumped back up and turned just in time to see the human swinging a two-handed sword at my legs. I jumped over the attack and punched his right arm as I landed. The nerve strike numbed that arm, leaving him with only one hand to manage the unwieldy weapon. Another blow sent it flying from his grip. I brought a knee up into his stomach, and he sank to the ground.

      That left only two initiates, both women—gawky Choshi, the leader of the group, and a lizardwoman with yellow scales and a heavy quarterstaff. Seeing their companions so badly beaten had clearly made them cautious, as they stood back, watching to see what I would do next.

      I decided to start by using their own tactics against them again, as well as taking a chance to test my new abilities. I slammed my fist down in a Ground Strike. A wave of earth rippled toward the initiates, and both jumped as it neared them. The lizardwoman was a little too slow and was knocked over, but Choshi landed beyond the wave, ready for more.

      Digging further into my bag of non-lethal tricks, I called forth the power of Smothering Mist. It only took her three seconds to realize that she couldn’t wave it away and would have to move, but those three seconds were enough. I closed in, grabbed the spear from her hand, used it to trip her, and then placed the blade in the center of her chest. She smiled at me and nodded, relinquishing her place in the fight. 

      That left only the lizardwoman, who had got back to her feet and was coming at me with her quarterstaff. I called forth just enough Frozen Armor to cover my forearm and raised it to block the first blow. Most of the ice shattered beneath the strength of her hit, but it still took the momentum out of her swing, and I was able to seize the weapon. When she jerked sharply back, I let go, and she slammed her own weapon into her shoulder. She winced in pain and struggled to adjust her grip, but it was already too late. I kicked her legs out from under her, and she fell to the ground, the staff abandoned. 

      Slow clapping filled the air. I looked up to see Tahlis standing in the doorway of the temple. 

      I joined him in the doorway as the initiates struggled to their feet. I hadn’t wanted to act like a bully by beating them to a pulp, so I’d pulled a lot of my punches, but they were still sore and nursing bruises. 

      “Do you always get your guests to beat up your initiates?” I asked Tahlis. 

      “The ability to fight is everything in this valley, especially now.”

      One by one, the initiates came to stand in front of us, heads bowed.

      “Thank you, Swordslinger, for showing us how little we know,” Choshi said. “And thank you, Master, for allowing us to study with you again.”

      “Who said I was doing that?” Tahlis asked. “Maybe I arranged this lesson for my own entertainment.”

      “We’re sorry, Master. I did not mean to presume. We should never have abandoned you, and it would be an act of justice if you were to reject us now.”

      “And…” Tahlis’ tone was mischievous.

      Choshi looked up at him. “Really, Master? We’re doing this again, now?”

      “Always!”

      “Fine.”

      She took a deep breath. When she spoke again, the others joined in, their voices raised in song.

      “Master Tahlis is the smartest lizard in Gonki,

      “Handsome brave and charming and the whole wide world can see,

      “No one can be skilled as Master Tahlis is today.

      “Every morning, we’re so glad for him, we shout hooray!”

      On the word “hooray,” they half-heartedly punched the air.

      I couldn’t help but cringe. The guildmaster had turned his initiates into schoolchildren. The youngest couldn’t have been a day younger than 18. Tahlis was either completely full of himself, or insane. In fact, he was probably both. 

      Tahlis grinned. “I’ve missed this. Remember, every morning. Now, come into the temple. We’ll eat and talk.”

      As we followed the initiates through the doors, I leaned in and whispered to Tahlis.

      “Do you really make your initiates do that every morning?”

      “Only until they grow a spine and learn to say no,” he replied. “Fun, isn’t it?”

      I looked at him sidelong. Sometimes, Tahlis’ humor was as baffling to me as his teaching techniques. This was a very different sort of guildmaster from the serious and contemplative Xilarion, Guildmaster of Radiant Dragon.

      We gathered in a room above the main chapel, along with my traveling companions and Ganyir. We all sat with our legs crossed on the time-worn wooden floor around a low table in the middle of the room. Kumi and Vesma had fetched food, mostly dumplings and spring rolls, and we ate together while the initiates updated us on events in Hyng’ohr.

      “It’s gotten really bad,” said Choshi. “There are priests of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows everywhere, telling people that they must submit to them or die. They teach that Emperor Talekon is a false ruler, and they place idols to evil gods in the shrines. Some of the things the cultists want us to believe are cruel; some sound completely insane, but if we ask questions, we’re punished.”

      She lifted the edge of her tunic and showed us a series of whip scars across her back.

      “It’s not always the priests who dish out the beatings,” she continued. “Sometimes, it’s the clan guards, and sometimes, it’s people from our own guild who have joined the new regime.”

      “The only one who doesn’t seem crazy is Mahrai,” said Drek the dwarf, his tone grim. “But she does nothing about it.” 

      “Mahrai?” I asked. “She seemed pretty damn crazy to me.” 

      “You’ve met her?” Choshi asked. 

      “Briefly. Can’t say I was all that impressed.”

      “She came to Hyng’or with Saruqin. She sits at his right hand, but some say she isn’t as cruel as she seems.”

      “Does anyone still stand loyal to me?” Ganyir interrupted, looking down at an untouched plate of spring rolls.

      “Many people, my lord,” Choshi said. “But they don’t dare rise up without a leader. A few small groups have tried to stir resistance, but they’ve always been made examples of by the priesthood. Some of their bodies are still hanging in the square, buzzing with flies and picked over by the crows.”

      Ganyir rose to his feet. For a moment, I thought that he was going to speak to us, that this was his moment to take charge. Instead, he turned and walked silently out of the room. The initiates watched him, their eyes wide and brows furrowed.

      Tahlis slapped the table, drawing all eyes to him. “Things are going to change,” he said briskly. “We have the Immortal Swordslinger on our side now, and you’ve seen what he can do. Just as important, you six have come to us—the beginnings of an army of resistance. You might not feel like much yet—snake’s tits, you don’t even look like much to me—but you have the potential to become so much more. Together, we might have a chance to take Hyng’ohr and set this right.”

      The initiates smiled. For all the shit he gave them, Tahlis clearly believed in them, and they responded to his encouragement. If he thought recovery was possible, then they could start to think the same.

      Fig, the tubby human initiate, turned to look at me. “What do you think, Swordslinger? When do you plan to retake the city?”

      “We need to prepare before we go into battle. There are some powerful Augmenters inside the city, and we need to be ready to face them. Fortunately, we have an advantage over followers of the Straight Path. The cheap and easy way will always appeal to them because it’s direct, but it has results that won’t hold up when trouble comes. You, on the other hand, have the dedication to put in the time and practice, and that’s what you need to do now. Spend some time studying and practicing and meditating, preparing yourselves, body and mind, for what lies ahead.” 

      The initiates continued staring at me, as though they expected me to say more.

      “I’ve seen your courage today, and that’s not something everyone has,” I continued. “Now, it’s time to build on it.”

      “Practice and meditation,” Tahlis said as he clapped his hands together. “An excellent idea, Swordslinger. And where better to do it than in the Vigorous Zone down in the valley? And you can collect more cores. To expand your impressive array of talents.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. I could go along for the ride.”

      “It will also give these young initiates a chance to brush shoulders with the Immortal Swordslinger. Maybe some of that skill and power will rub off on them, eh?”

      The initiates looked at me with expectant eyes, and I could hardly refuse after I’d just kicked their asses and made a speech about preparing them for war.

      “When do we leave, Tahlis?” I asked. 

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dare to presume to teach these young rascals anything,” the lizardman said. “You’ll be taking them out, not me.”

      Choshi shared a concerned look with the other initiates. “Why not you as well, Master?” she asked. “It’s not that we don’t believe the Swordslinger is a great Augmenter, but wouldn’t you be better suited to teaching us earth techniques?” 

      “Training isn’t only about learning the techniques,” the lizardman replied. “It’s about learning to apply them in different ways against different foes. Who better to teach that than the Swordslinger? The Immense Blades aren’t his only strength.”

      The initiates nodded before bowing their heads.

      It was hard to argue with Tahlis’ logic.

      Apparently, it was time for me to move on from being a student and become a teacher instead.
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      In the blazing heat of the midday sun, we headed down the mountain steps from the Sunstone Temple to the dried-up valley below. Choshi and I took the lead while the other students followed along behind. We carried our weapons as well as bedrolls, water, and enough food for a couple of days. Tahlis had been clear that he didn’t want us coming back until we had harvested plenty of cores and learned something about our abilities in the process.

      As we walked, I started learning about my new pupils. If I was going to teach them, I needed to at least know their names and talents. If the lessons were to really sink in, I needed to establish a deeper connection.

      First, there was Choshi, the default leader of the little band. Tall, gawky, and freckled, she seemed uncomfortable in her own body. But her desire to do the right thing drove her to speak up and take action no matter how difficult she found it.

      Zedal, the lizardwoman, was the most competent fighter in the group. Like Tahlis, she was a Wild and had grown up with the struggles that came with it. She’d learned to fight out of necessity more than choice, yet she seemed to enjoy it. Her desire to master her own abilities reminded me of myself, and I was confident I could get through to her.

      Fig, the shortest and most portly of the humans in the group, was another matter. He was good-humored and enthusiastic but didn’t take anything as seriously as the rest. Even as we headed out after lunch, he was constantly chewing on pieces of dried fruit from a pouch on his belt.

      Fig spent a lot of time talking with Elorinelle, the elf, with whom he shared his supply of dried fruit treats. Elorinelle was the only one who carried a missile weapon, a traditional composite bow made from layers of horn, wood, and sinew. But while she was happy talking about archery, including her success in competitions, the thought of shooting people clearly made her uncomfortable.

      Drek the dwarf had no such qualms. Of all the initiates, he was the most enthusiastic to get into action. His eyes lit up when we talked about returning to the city and taking on the cult. Now that he knew we would be hunting cores, I could barely keep him back from running ahead and getting started on his own. From what Choshi said, her interventions had been the only thing that kept him from tackling the Unswerving Shadows head on and getting himself killed back in Hyng’ohr.

      Finally, there was Onvar. Average looking in almost every way, he only stood out because of his long, red hair and his constant squinting. He was precise in every detail, his robes immaculately arranged and his equipment spotless. If any of the others misspoke, he was the one to call them out on it.

      As we walked down the steps, the initiates told me in more detail about what had happened in the city.

      “It was the inner disciples who drove Tahlis out,” Choshi explained. “They were committed to the Steadfast Horn Guild, but they didn’t think he was doing things right.”

      “They were frustrated,” Onvar chipped in. “You could see it every time they looked at him, all stiff and with their faces scrunched up.”

      “He’s right,” Choshi said. “Though I didn’t understand it until after everything happened. They didn’t like Tahlis’ word games, his strange jokes, and his mischievous behavior. They were ready to turn against him already when the Unswerving Shadows started whispering in their ears.”

      “What changed then?” I asked.

      “They started confronting him,” Choshi said. “Mostly about how he wouldn’t teach them the proper ways of earth Augmentation, though they talked about training regimes as well, how the guild’s money was spent, what initiates did with their time. But even when they talked about us, it seemed like it was really about them.”

      We reached the bottom of the steps and headed out along the road, toward the heart of the Vigorous Zone. Dust rose around us, and crows circled overhead. I spotted a hyena following from a safe distance, appearing to stare at us from time to time between sand dunes or rock pillars.

      After a few miles, we reached the sand-sunken village where I had first encountered Tahlis. Seeing it in full daylight instead of the shortening dusk, I made out more details of the people who had once lived here, from the half-buried grain silos to the broken remnants of fences that had marked out the surrounding fields.

      “This is where I grew up,” Fig said. “My whole family lived here before Saruqin and Mahrai ruined the valley.” He pointed to the desert behind the village. The dried branches of trees could just be seen protruding through the heaps of sand, their bark pale and knotted. In other places, the withered husks of palm leaves rattled in the hot wind.

      “Those were our fruit trees. We grew palms, dates, grapes, even apples. The soil was so rich and varied, you could grow plants that never would have survived together anywhere else in the world. Every meal ended with something sweet and tasty. Now…”

      He looked at the date he had been about to pop into his mouth, and his expression became sad. He put the dried fruit back into his pouch and tied it shut.

      The pattering of feet made me look around. A pack of birds were heading out of the sands of the Vigorous Zone. Each one was around six feet tall, with powerful legs and wings that looked too small to give them flight. Beady eyes peered out past wicked beaks on heads that bobbed up and down on the end of long necks. Their gray-brown feathers fluttered as they ran, while deadly talons gouged the ground beneath their feet.

      “Plumed snatchers,” Choshi said as she brought her spear around.

      “You’ve fought them before?” I asked.

      “Yes. They’re where we get the cores for Sandstorm technique.”

      “Not all of us have that yet,” Onvar added.

      “That’s something we should fix.” I drew my sword and readied myself, smiling at the prospect of gaining a new technique.

      The initiates also drew their weapons, but as Elorinelle nocked an arrow to her bow, I could see that her hand was trembling. Several of the others also looked nervous. Having faced these monsters before wasn’t enough to give them the confidence they needed.

      “Think about how you use your powers,” I said as the plumed snatchers approached. “When I’m using Untamed Torch, I’ve got different options.”

      I held out my hand and launched a wide, dispersed burst of flames that made all the snatchers rear back. Before they could recover, I changed the flow of the Vigor through my body and fired again. This time, it was a narrow, focused fireball that hit one of the creatures in the leg. It screeched and fell to the ground, feathers smoldering.

      “For beating targets, the second version was more effective,” I said. “See if you can do something similar with your Ground Strikes.”

      The initiates crouched, and each one raised a fist above the earth. As the plumed snatchers started running again, there was a thud of blows against the floor, and ripples of dirt ran out from the initiates. Some of the Strikes were still broad waves like those we’d used to fight each other, but some were more concentrated and knocked a couple of the snatchers off their feet.

      “Work together!” I called out. “That’s the best chance of combining your powers to get the kills.”

      Then, the first of the snatchers were on us.

      I flung up an Ash Cloud in the faces of the leading snatchers. Two veered away and crashed into each other, then fell in a tangle of wings, legs, and feathers. One charged straight on through, indifferent to the darkness, and emerged with its feathers smeared in soot. Before it had a chance to work out what I was doing, I swung the Sundered Heart Sword and sliced off its head.

      The earth trembled as the initiates kept pumping out focused Ground Strikes while others raised their weapons in defense. Drek charged the nearest bird and swung his heavy club as he bellowed a guttural battle cry.

      Another two birds appeared around the side of my Ash Cloud and rushed toward me. This time, I launched an Acidic Cloud, aimed at their legs instead of their heads. As the biting pain of the acid hit, the creatures reared back, but the green gas was all around them. One stumbled forward, and I ran it through. The other fell into the cloud as its acid-weakened legs gave way under it, then screeched and writhed on the ground. Just outside the cloud, I took a moment to carefully aim, then launched a series of Stinging Palm thorns through the creature’s eye into its brain. It gave one last twitch before it went still.

      Around me, my new students were engaged in a fierce and chaotic battle against the beasts. Each initiate seemed to be focusing on just one thing. Some, like Drek, were attacking the snatchers in hand-to-hand combat, battering away at them with more zeal than sophistication. The others were hammering away with their Augmenting. Their Ground Strikes were becoming more focused and effective, but there was no variety in how they fought, no switching between techniques to throw opponents off. The snatchers were starting to learn the patterns. They hopped over waves of dirt to save themselves and get closer to the Augmenters.

      I unstrapped the Depthless Dream Trident from where it hung across my back and headed into the thick of the fray with both weapons in hand. 

      “Dual-wielding?” Nydarth asked. “You continue to impress, Swordslinger.”

      Yono whispered something in return, but I barely heard her. Concern for my new students had every ounce of my focus. 

      A snatcher had knocked Drek over and pinned him to the ground with a clawed foot. He snarled as the beast raised its beak ready to swing down and crack his head open. While the dwarf writhed beneath the bird, I lunged in with the trident. The weapon’s gleaming points plunged into the snatcher’s flank, and I twisted it before pulling it out. The snatcher collapsed in death while Drek climbed quickly to his feet.

      “Don’t just batter at it head on,” I said. “Think about how you can use your powers or other attacks to throw your opponent off balance.”

      I lunged again, this time aiming the trident at a snatcher’s face. As it swayed back, my sword came in low, fast and flaming, and sliced off one leg. The creature fell, and Drek finished it off with a crushing blow to the skull.

      “Someone on the left, summon a Sandstorm,” I called out to the others. “Don’t try to take them out with it; drive them toward the center.”

      There was a hiss and whirl of sand on the edge of the fight. Sure enough, the snatchers veered away from it, bumping into each other as they went. They became bunched up in the center and so were less able to maneuver.

      “Work in pairs again,” I shouted, confident that the monsters couldn’t understand what I was saying. “One distracts while the other goes on the offensive. Alternate roles and try different attacks.”

      I charged headlong at the central snatchers, aiming to keep them busy while the initiates regrouped. One monster slashed at me with its long claws, but I parried the attack with my trident, then counter-attacked with my sword, leaving a deep wound across its front. The giant bird responded by stabbing with its beak, and I stepped aside, let its head shoot past, and brought my blade straight down on its neck. Blood spurted as another snatcher fell headless to the ground. 

      My pupils had rearranged themselves, so I took a step back to observe them in action. Everyone was following my instructions, with varying degrees of success. The most effective were Onvar and Zedal, fighting to my right. Zedal was fighting with a heavy quarterstaff while Onvar wielded a two-handed sword. They were taking turns feinting and letting the other get in for the real attack. As I watched, Onvar drew a snatcher’s attention while Zedal caught the bird with a heavy blow that caved in its chest. 

      It was clear that the unvaried approach the initiates had taken at the start wasn’t due to a lack of skill or attention. The priests who taught them in Tahlis’ absence had done little to encourage the varied attacks needed to win a fight.

      By now, most of the plumed snatchers were down, either dead or dying, but a few fought furiously on. I stowed my weapons and held my hands out in front of me to channel a Burning Wheel. A whirlwind of fire formed between my hands, spinning faster and more intensely with each moment. I released it, and it ripped through the middle of the snatchers. One went down in flames while the rest squawked in terror and turned wildly around, looking to see where the fire went. I drew my sword and joined the initiates in finishing off the last of the monstrous birds.

      “Yeah!” Drek and Fig high-fived each other. The others smiled and looked around in satisfaction.

      “We’re not done yet,” I said. “Knives out and gather the cores.”

      We sliced open the corpses of the plumed snatchers and retrieved their magical cores. Choshi explained that I would need five to learn the Sandstorm technique, so I kept five for myself and shared the rest out among the students who hadn’t learned it yet. While the others stood watch, we each absorbed our cores, and I felt the power of earth grow stronger inside me. It took a lot longer for the others to consume the cores, but I didn’t want them to feel bad, so I sat there with my eyes closed until they were all done. 

      “Well done, everyone,” I said. “You all have areas where you need to improve, but you put in excellent work there. Onvar and Zedal, that was some particularly fine teamwork at the end.”

      “Thank you, Master,” they said and bowed their heads.

      “I’m not sure I qualify as a master,” I said.

      “Are you kidding?” Drek exclaimed. “The way you sliced through those beasts like they were nothing at all?”

      “And your powers,” Elorinelle said, her eyes wide.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Remember, this is what comes with practice.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said, all nodding eagerly.

      I surveyed the Vigorous Zone that lay open before us. I needed to find somewhere I could take my pupils, somewhere that would offer them more challenges and opportunities to develop their skills. And, of course, somewhere I could acquire more cores. There was also the possibility of learning combination techniques, the kind that could combine earth with the other elements I’d mastered. 

      Across the valley was a particularly desolate patch of ground. The earth was barren and dusty, with pale bones scattered amid the dirt. Stone cairns rose in irregular lines across it, the remnants of some ancient cemetery. It had clearly not been occupied for centuries, but I could feel the power radiating from it.

      “We’re going there,” I said as I pointed to it.

      “The desert boneyard?” Elorinelle stared at me. “But it’s supposed to be haunted. No one goes there.”

      “Actually, the higher guild members do,” Onvar said. “They go there to gain more powerful cores and attune their abilities. I’ve heard them talking about it.” He squinted across the valley. “But we’re not high guild members, so maybe we shouldn’t.”

      “Listen to me,” I said. “Right now, you’re the highest members of your guild after Master Tahlis. You’re the only ones with any backbone, the only ones who walk a true path, and so, you are the only ones who count. You’ve shown me twice now that you can handle yourselves, and you’re getting better every time you fight. You can do this.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said, and even Elorinelle smiled as if she believed it.

      We tramped down the valley, across the dried-up river bed, and up the far side. The journey was another reminder of what was at stake here. The withered remains of rushes and parched skeletons of fish in what had once been the river’s muddy bottom were an unmissable testament to the fact that this had been a lush, healthy land before it was brought to ruin by the abuse of magic.

      A wind blew down the valley, rustling the dead reeds and blowing the dust around. But as we walked up from the river bottom toward the boneyard, it died away. The air gained an unsettling stillness, as if we were walled off from the outside world, untouched by time.

      Walking into the boneyard, I could see why people thought it was haunted. The bones and the cairns, relics of people lost to time, were all around us. I could almost imagine their voices whispering, coaxing me to lie down and let myself pass from this life.

      But were weren’t there to give in to the void. We were there to find strength and life.

      “Look for tracks,” I said. “See if you can find earth beasts for us to fight.”

      We had spent a lot of the afternoon walking, so it was growing late in the afternoon as we set about exploring the boneyard. We moved in twos and threes so that no one would ever be caught on their own, and the groups stayed within a short dash of each other. Our voices drifted between the cairns, and I was sure that anything in the area would soon come and find us.

      “Over here!” Elorinelle shouted.

      We ran over to find her crouched in the dirt.

      “It’s a plumed snatcher footprint,” she said. “But larger than the ones we fought before.”

      Now that I looked at the dirt, I could make out what she meant. It seemed that I’d found one of Elorinelle’s strengths, one I would want to encourage as she grew in skill and confidence.

      “A plumed snatcher matriarch,” Drek said, his voice husky. “The biggest of these beasts.”

      Elorinelle led us along a trail of dusty footprints toward the far side of the boneyard. Soon enough, we saw something between the cairns, a feathered body nine feet tall, with that familiar long neck and deadly beak. It was tearing at the half-rotted corpse of a mountain goat, gulping chunks down, bones and all. As we approached, it looked up with a vicious gleam in its eyes.

      “You practiced working together earlier,” I said to my students. “Now, it’s time to really show me what you’ve got.”

      Choshi looked at me, her mouth wide open. “You’re not coming in with us?”

      “If you need me, I’ll be here,” I said. “But I believe in you guys. You’ve got this.”

      Emboldened, they advanced toward the snatcher, with Choshi in the center. At her signal, the others spread out in a semicircle around the beast.

      The snatcher matriarch screeched and ran at Zedal, who was holding one end of the line. Before the creature got close, Fig and Zedal raised their arms and released Sandstorms. Individually, neither would have been powerful enough to drive the snatcher back, but together, they were a potent combination. It flapped its stubby wings and staggered away from them, screeching in frustration.

      The matriarch turned its attention to the center of the line, where Choshi stood. Again, it spread its wings and charged at her, beak wide and ready to bite. This time, it was Choshi and Drek who flung up Sandstorms, stopping the snatcher in its tracks.

      In a sudden, swift movement, the creature lunged sideways. It snapped at Fig, who raised his shield just in time to block the attack. The beak slammed in, and he was flung to the ground.

      The snatcher matriarch reared over him, head raised for another attack. But now, all the initiates closed in, arms raised to direct Sandstorms at the beast. Battered about from every side, it wailed and flung its head back but couldn’t even see Fig as he wriggled clear and joined the others.

      “Now!” Choshi shouted.

      All six initiates sank to one knee. Together, they slammed their fists to the ground. The earth trembled, and stones tumbled from the tops of cairns as six focused Ground Strikes were launched. They all slammed into the snatcher at once, waves of earth hitting it from every direction. There was nowhere for it to dodge or be thrown back to. As the magical impacts hit, the creature’s lower body exploded under the pressure, scattering the dried ground with feathers and blood.

      “Woohoo!” Choshi jumped to her feet, and the others did the same. Everybody cheered and high-fived each other, indifferent to the blood and viscera that had rained down on them.

      Elorinelle drew a long knife, sliced open the remaining part of the plumed snatcher matriarch, and pulled out the core. The initiates huddled together for a minute in conversation, then came over to me.

      “This is for you, Master,” Elorinelle said, bowing her head over the core.

      “You were the ones who killed it,” I said. “One of you should have the power.”

      “We couldn’t have done it without your teaching and encouragement.” Elorinelle looked at me shyly. “Please, take it.”

      “If you insist.” I accepted the core and bowed to each of them in turn. “Thank you.”

      The sky was darkening, and we needed to find somewhere sheltered to rest and eat. I also needed somewhere I could meditate, to make the most of the power I had gained.

      We headed for the back of the boneyard, where a series of small caves lined the bottom of a cliff. Drek and Elorinelle gathered dried bushes while Fig chopped up pieces of meat and vegetables, which he put in a pan together with some of our water. Soon, a stew was bubbling over a fire, and by the time dusk came, we were all eating a fine meal in our cozy shelter.

      “How did you get so powerful, Swordslinger?” Onvar looked at me over his wooden bowl.

      “I don’t entirely know,” I admitted. “I was brought here from another world, and that might be part of it. But I worked hard. And I killed a lot of monsters. I still have a ways to go, though.”

      “If we kill enough monsters, we could be like you?” Drek asked eagerly.

      “Maybe,” I said. “It’s certainly a good way to become strong.”

      I figured the group could use a little philosophy lesson to iron out what the cult had done to them. 

      “Let’s talk about the paths through life,” I said. “What do you know about them?”

      “I know the Path of Peace isn’t for me,” Drek said as he toyed with his club. “I like action. It’s what makes all the study worthwhile.”

      “Peace isn’t the only valid path,” I said. 

      “Yeah, but we can’t all follow the Path of the Swordslinger.”

      I laughed. “A fair point but not what I meant.”

      “I remember when the Unswerving Shadows started explaining the Straight Path to us,” Elorinelle said. “At the beginning, it made sense. The idea of going straight for what you want; that’s appealing. They talked about not wasting time and potential, about making a big difference in the world. It sounded like the sort of things I’ve heard other elves say. It sounded good.”

      “I felt the same,” Zedal admitted. “So much talk about mastering ourselves and our powers.” Her forked tongue shot out in an expression that had a certain thoughtfulness to it. “Sometimes, you miss the important details when you hear a big story like that.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “The Straight Path sounds impressive, but it’s an impressiveness built on cruelty. Its road is lined with the dreams of others, even with their blood and bodies. The Path of Peace isn’t for everyone, but the Wandering Path can be. It’s all about flexibility, the sort of flexibility you started showing in combat today, the sort of flexibility that can turn you into truly great Augmenters. The Unswerving Shadows show in their name that they can’t think like that. That’s why they do terrible things, and it’s why they’ll lose in the end.”

      Around the fire, half a dozen young heads nodded. Drek stifled a yawn. They all seemed eager to continue talking, but I figured they needed rest if we were to continue our training tomorrow. 

      “Time to sleep,” I said. “You set watches between you and then get some rest. I have something else I need to do first, but I’ll be at the back of the cave if you need me.”

      While the initiates laid out their bedding and made plans for the night watches, I got up and headed into the darkness. I settled into a meditative pose, with the plumed snatcher matriarch core beside me. The Sundered Heart Sword and the Depthless Dream Trident lay together across my lap.

      I didn’t need another core to learn Sandstorm, but I intended on fighting another spirit tonight. I closed my eyes, picked up the core, and pressed it to my chest. Energy rushed through me, a steady beat of power that made my whole body feel more solid and grounded, connected to the earth.

      “Oh, that’s good.” The voice of Nydarth rose from the sword straight into my head. “Well done, my sweet man. You’re simply throbbing with energy, aren’t you?”

      “And look how much you’ve achieved,” said Yono, her voice low and steady as the ocean, reaching from the trident into my mind. “Learning more techniques, gaining strength. It won’t be long before you have the power to release us from our confinement in these weapons, if that’s what you want.”

      “Is it what you want?” I asked them silently, the words a thought inside my mind.

      “It would certainly have its advantages.” Nydarth shot an image into my head, a memory of a dream from months before, the two of us naked and entwined. “There are things that only a body can enjoy.”

      “Although, there’s a lot of pleasure to be had in being your weapon,” Yono said. “Feeling your firm grip around me and the hot thrust of action. Hmmmm.”

      That last throaty hum sent a shiver up my spine, and I smiled. “I’m glad I can bring you pleasure. But right now, I need your guidance on something else.”

      “We’re listening,” Yono said.

      “Fill us with your questions,” Nydarth said.

      “I fought the earth spirit in the temple. I sensed power there, and I sense the same power here. But there is no Earth Core in this Vigorous Zone. That seems like an inconsistency. When I fought other spirits, I did so near the hearts of Vigorous Zones.”

      “Even without their cores, Vigorous Zones can develop places of great power,” Nydarth said. “Like the temple, this boneyard is one of them.”

      So, I’d been right earlier. The cores must leave an impression upon the land, even after they were stripped away. It also explained why there were still magical beasts in this desert. 

      “Feel the power flowing through you,” Yono said. “Like a great flood wanting to be released.”

      I emptied my mind and opened up to the flow of Vigor around me.

      “The snatcher matriarch’s core will help if you wish to fight a combination spirit,” Nydarth said. “It will let you draw in more of the power, reach deeper into it, and tap what could be. The strands of Vigor that might be lost to others can be found by you.”

      As she spoke, I sensed those strands as well. The scattered threads of strength that the Earth Core would have brought together, kept close by the power of this place. I wound them in, drew them close to the channels within me, and let my own water energy flow. With my eyes still closed, I drew the trident from over my shoulder and placed it across my knees. With Yono’s spirit weapon, my water channels strengthened. Water and earth churned together to form a new kind of magic.

      I took deep, steady breaths as the world around me faded. Another one came into view, and I entered the spirit realm.

      I stood on the edge of a lake. It was littered with bones, some bobbing on the surface of the water, others embedded in the bank. 

      The land around me was still and silent as death.
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      Inside this new spirit realm, bones were everywhere, jutting not only from the water but from the dry dirt surrounding it. The contrast between the two environments was stark, with the earth parched and cracked despite the water a few feet from it. Only a narrow borderland showed the joining of the two, a slender strip of mud marking the transition from one element to the other. 

      So, this combination realm was dedicated to the mud element.

      This was the fourth time that I had entered one of these spirit worlds where two elements joined to make something new. The challenge was always tougher than in the realm of a single element, but at least I knew what to expect now. First, I would have to face the spirits of the individual elements, which I would have to defeat either separately or together. Then, a third spirit would appear, and I would grapple with the essence of mud. Only once I had done that would I be able to form the mud core within me and channel the power it could provide.

      Sure enough, something strode toward me across the cracked and barren plane, appearing out of the heat haze blurring the horizon. An earth spirit, exactly like the one I had faced in his own realm, with a near-featureless head, muscular body, and four powerful arms, all made of flowing sand. With every footstep, he left a little of himself behind.

      There were no dry banks I could scramble up this time to get out of his way, no broken stretches of dirt and rock I could send down on his head. I was going to have to find a different way to beat him.

      Something shifted in the water to my left, and I caught a glance of scales and of flexing muscles as a body shot toward me, the light gleaming off its silvery flanks. The surface rippled, and a water spirit burst out of it straight at me.

      He was a creature made of pure ice and water, just like the one I had faced in the water realm. The face was human, with finely sculpted features beneath strands of translucent hair, and his body was human too. But beneath the waist, scales replaced ice-sculpted skin as his body tapered into a giant fish’s tail.

      The water spirit slammed into me, wrapped his arms around my chest, and knocked me off my feet. I was flung into the water, the body of the spirit weighing down on me, and we grappled for advantage.

      But while the creature had a good grip around my chest, he hadn’t pinned my arms; I was free to fight back. I hit him hard on the back, then slammed a knee into his midriff. The creature let go and shot back off through the water while I got to my feet.

      I was closer to the bank, almost within arm’s reach of the earth spirit. There was a flicker in the water. This time, I was ready. As the water spirit leaped up at me, I braced and shot out my arms. I knew from before that unlike with the earth spirit, the head was a vulnerable point on this creature. As the water spirit slammed into me, I grabbed him by his frozen head and twisted. As I turned, I flung the water spirit past me straight at the earth spirit.

      The water spirit shattered as he hit his earth companion. His waters flowed across his counterpart, soaking into the sand and forming a thick mud. On each side of the newly joined spirit, arms morphed together so that only a single pair remained. The face of the combined creature sagged, and a mouth opened, strands of mud hanging like thick spittle between lips of coagulated dirt.

      The thing opened wide and let out a groan that shook the surface of the lake.

      I backed off into the water, giving myself room to maneuver. I was hoping that the lake would dilute the spirit, thinning his form to make him softer and more vulnerable. The water around the creature darkened as mud swirled up from the bottom, but he seemed as solid as ever.

      It looked like I was going to have to do this the old fashioned way.

      I ran through the water and launched myself in a flying kick. My foot slammed into the spirit’s chest, and mud spattered as it skipped across the water’s surface. I landed, twisted, and started punching. I hammered repeatedly at one side of the mud spirit’s body, hoping to wear it down. The more I punched, the deeper I got into the thick, goopy body, and soon, I was elbow deep in mud.

      The spirit slapped me, a blow so hard that it lifted me off my feet and flung me into the water a dozen feet away. I was briefly submerged, and when I got back to my feet, I saw the mud spirit lumbering toward me. Where I had taken chunks out of his side, the mud was reforming, flowing from the bottom of the lake up his legs and then his body, replacing everything that was lost.

      I backed away, buying time while I looked for a plan. As I went, I noticed a two-foot long leg bone protruding from the lake bed. I tore it from the ground and hefted it like a club, feeling its weight. A crude weapon, but better than no weapon at all. I swung it from side to side as the spirit stalked toward me.

      Being in the water seemed to strengthen him, and his body rippled as more mud flowed up. I would simply have to do damage faster than he could recover.

      I charged and hit the mud spirit in the shoulder with the bone. Mud flew from the force of the blow. I struck again and again, sending clods of mud flying. On the fourth strike, the spirit blocked with one hand and swung a punch with the other. He caught me in the chest, and I staggered back but managed to keep hold of the bone. 

      I backed out of reach, then ran up to the bank, through the mud at the water’s edge, and onto dry land. When I turned to look back, the spirit was pursuing me through the water. He stopped in the shallows, and we stood facing each other.

      For a while, neither of us moved. Then, the spirit reached down, scooped up a thick handful of mud, and flung it at me.

      I dodged the first lump of mud, but a second one caught me on the foot. It was unnaturally thick and heavy, like glue binding me to the ground. I struggled to free myself, even as the spirit flung more mud my way. I dodged and weaved on the spot. All the while, I strained at my trapped leg, trying to wrench it free.

      At last, the mud gave, and I jumped clear as another clod landed where I had been.

      The water had worked to the spirit’s advantage. Now, the mud was working that way too. I didn’t know if dry land would be any better, but it couldn’t be worse. I had to try to get the spirit out there.

      I picked up another long bone. Dual-wielding the macabre weapons, I advanced to the edge of the dry ground as dust swirled around my feet. The spirit stood in the mud, just close enough for me to hit. As he bent for more mud, I hit him in the back of the head. He raised an arm to defend itself against another strike, and I battered at that too. The creature let out another low, trembling groan and looked up at me.

      I hit him once more, leaving a dent in his viscous face, then backed away, tempting him to follow. He stood still, so I darted forward and slammed him with both bones before backing up again.

      This time, the creature stumbled out of the mud at the lake’s edge and onto dry land. He bellowed as he pursued me. I kept backing away to draw the creature from his place of safety. He left a trail of muck in his wake, but unlike the earth spirit, he didn’t seem to be deteriorating, just making this space more his own.

      Twenty yards from the lake, I stopped. It was time to see how this thing fought on dry land.

      The spirit lurched toward me. I waited until the last moment, then sidestepped. As the creature charged past, I brought both bones down on his left arm. The limb tore off in a shower of mud and fell in the dry dirt, leaving dark brown spatters across yellow sand.

      The creature wheeled around, bringing his other arm about in a slapping motion. I ducked the blow and brought my weapons up again. They hit the arm from opposite sides around the elbow. Mud fountained around me, and most of the arm fell to the ground, leaving only a stump.

      I straightened and raised my weapons to finish the beast off. But his mud form was shifting and reforming. Another left arm emerged and caught my next hit. A forearm grew from the severed stump and blocked another attack. Everything I had achieved had been undone in a matter of seconds.

      The spirit had hold of both my weapons now. He used them to drag me closer, then let go and flung his arms around me. He pulled my face in tight to his chest, and I was smothered by the thick, muddy body.

      I pummeled at the spirit, trying to force him to release me, but he only squeezed tighter. I was drowning in mud, unable to catch the slightest breath. My pulse pounded, and my heart raced, but for all my strength, the spirit was stronger, and I had no special move to break clear now. In the human realm, I could have shot him with fire or thorns, could have summoned protective ice or an ash dagger. Here, all I had was my bare hands.

      I sank to my knees, hoping to pull myself clear, but the creature sank with me, maintaining his deadly embrace.

      My lungs were aching, but I kept pushing against the spirit. I let go of the bones and wrapped my hands around his arms, trying to pull them away. At last, I slid out onto the ground, gasping for air.

      The creature knelt over me, one fist raised and ready to strike. In desperation, I grabbed a fistful of dry, sandy dirt and flung it in his face.

      The dirt didn’t blind the spirit as I’d hoped, but something more interesting happened. Where the sand hit, the surface of the mud spirit became drier and more solid until tiny cracks showed.

      At last, something I could use.

      I rolled clear in time to avoid being grappled again. Now that I knew what I was looking for, I saw dried, cracked parts appearing low down on the spirit, where it had touched the earth. I grabbed more dirt and flung it at my opponent.

      The creature bellowed as the dry dirt hit him. Clearly in pain, he slapped at his cracked skin, only for chunks to fall away. This time, they didn’t regenerate.

      The spirit stopped beating at himself and turned a malevolent gaze on me. I grabbed one of the abandoned bones and rolled to my feet. I swung the bone at a dry patch on the spirit’s arm, and the limb shattered. Earthen clumps sprayed through the air and scattered across the ground. 

      The mud spirit charged at me, and I stepped aside and cracked one of his dry patches with my bone weapon. While he had his back to me, I snatched up more dirt and flung it. The dirt struck his back, and the skin dried out and split. 

      The whole body of the spirit was thickening. Mud that had previously run across his surface now oozed with glacial slowness. His exterior was dry and cracked from his feet all the way to his knees, as contact with the ground used up his liquid. He kept charging at me, but I didn’t even bother striking anymore. I just flung sand at him and backed away, easily able to avoid his increasingly lumbering progress.

      At last, the spirit seemed to realize what was happening. He turned his head toward the lake and heaved his crumbling feet around. I put myself between the spirit and his destination. I had both bones in my hands again, raised like a pair of swords. The spirit groaned and lifted a hand to fight me, but he could barely move. He had become so dry that everything was slowing down, while the heat of this desert land baked him solid.

      “Ready for the big finale?” I asked.

      The spirit opened his mouth, and I could see the desperation in his eyes. But he would not have shown me any mercy, and I had none for him. I swung the bones inward with all my strength, and they hit the spirit on either side of his torso. In a shower of dried earth, his body shattered.

      I closed my eyes and felt the spirit realm recede. When I opened them again, I was back in the cave, listening to the snoring of my students.

      I sat in the darkness and brought my attention to the power inside me. The earth and water channels were stronger than ever, almost overflowing with Vigor. Some of the magic that made up the spirit realm had come back with me.

      I drew a portion of each element away from the main flow and gathered them in my gut. They were like two weights bearing down on me, each solid and separate. Slowly, taking a deep breath with each push, I started to meld them together. The power didn’t want to go, each pool of Vigor trying to retain its own unique nature. 

      But my battle in the spirit realm had earned me the strength and the understanding to do this. I squeezed and squeezed, using all my Augmenting power, and at last, the two forces merged. I kept on tightening, and that pool of power hardened to become the solid, pulsing point of a mud core.

      Mud power flowed through me for the first time, thick and rich and glorious, and I almost laughed out loud.

      “Well done, Swordslinger,” Yono said, her voice as soft as silk inside my head. “Do you know how many Augmenters even bother to try to learn to work with mud? Almost none. But here you are, mastering it in a single night.”

      “What will it let me do?” I asked.

      “For now, two new techniques,” she said. “First is Mud Geyser. This creates an enormous pillar of mud shooting out of the ground. It takes a lot of Vigor, but the results can be positively explosive. It will blind and debilitate targets, giving you a chance to take them out.

      “The second technique is Mud Entrapment. Choose a target and direct this technique to the ground around them. It will create a pool of mud like quicksand, from which it is almost impossible to break free.”

      “So, mud is all about slowing down my opponents?”

      “That is when it is at its strongest, yes. It’s not an offensive element, like fire or wood, but one that is used to enhance your other maneuvers. And it can be used in surprising ways. A gifted Augmenter can use Mud Entrapment to soften the ground ahead of them when they use Hidden Burrow, the technique Tahlis uses to dart around. Used through such soft ground, Hidden Burrow becomes even faster and lets you take enemies completely by surprise.”

      I hadn’t learned Hidden Burrow yet, and I wasn’t sure how useful it would be against the cultists in Hyng’or. I’d managed to defeat Mahrai’s golem, but I figured that had been mostly due to the element of surprise. Mahrai would know that I was an Elementalist now, so she and the rest of the cultists would likely be better prepared next time we met. 

      Still, having Mud Entrapment and Mud Geyser in my arsenal would provide us with a critical advantage. 

      I returned to where the others were sleeping, put my weapons down, rolled out my blanket, and settled down. As I closed my eyes, I reached out to touch the Depthless Dream one more time.

      “Thank you for your help tonight,” I said.

      “It is always a pleasure to help you, Swordslinger,” Yono replied. “As it is to help any friend of Kumi’s. Your princess is as dear to me as she is to all the Qihin people.”

      “I wanted to ask, why are you bound in that trident?”

      “I did things the other demigods didn’t approve of.”

      “What sorts of things?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      A brief image appeared in my mind—the face of a beautiful woman, winking at me. It made me laugh, but it still wasn’t answer enough.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I’m only going to help you get free if I know you’re a safe person to let out into the world.”

      “Trust me, Swordslinger, I would do nothing to harm you or any innocents. My crimes are not ones to which you would object.”

      “But how do I know for sure that I can trust you?”

      “You don’t. That’s how trust works. But think of how I’ve helped you so far, and of the fact that King Beqai brought us together. Isn’t that enough to win me some consideration?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “Why hide the truth from me if I don’t need to worry you might be dangerous?”

      “I am not hiding the truth. I am merely postponing its revelation.”

      “You will tell me before I find out how to let you out of the trident. Or you’re not going anywhere.”

      “A reasonable arrangement,” she answered. 

      I didn’t want to risk sleeping while the initiates were on watch, so I spent my time meditating. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them, but I preferred to be safe rather than sorry. 

      I centered myself while the sound of snoring became like a metronome. The internal pathways I’d created by creating a mud core became familiar to me as I pushed Vigor through them and out of them. I practiced forging and channeling but never actually implemented the two new techniques. 

      Hours passed until I felt the steady breathing of someone in front of me. 

      I looked up to see thee Choshi crouching beside me. She had her spear in her hand and a worried look on her face.

      “Master Ethan,” she said. “I think we’re in danger.”

      I jumped to my feet, grabbed my weapons, and followed Choshi to the entrance of the cave. Zedal stood there, quarterstaff gripped between her scaled hands as she looked out across the valley.

      The sun had just risen across Gonki, bringing the valley back to life. Stone outcrops cast deep shadows over the parched land, as did the cairns outside our cave, which sent dark fingers groping along the valley side. Crows and vultures, recently woken, circled in a clear sky, looking for any carrion that had died in the night.

      “What’s happening?” I asked quietly, aware of the other initiates still sleeping in the cave.

      “There.” Zedal pointed down the valley toward Hyng’ohr.

      The first thing that I saw was a few scattered travelers, individuals on horse and foot moving fast up the road. Before I could work out who they might be, or why Zedal and Choshi thought they were a threat, I caught sight of what was following them. A column of people, so orderly that they surely had to be troops, marching out of the city gates and up the road toward us.

      “They’re coming for us,” Choshi hissed. “They’re going to string us up, just like they did my brother.”

      Her eyes were wide and her hands trembling.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said. “You’ve trained for this. We all have.”

      “You don’t understand.” Choshi looked straight at me. Her skin had gone pale, and her voice rose higher. “When Saruqin orders something, there’s no mercy. No taking prisoners. No asking questions. No swift deaths. If they catch us, they’ll torture us to death. I’ve seen it happen. I can’t… I won’t…”

      “Take a deep breath.” I laid my hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You’re stronger than this. You’ve fought on before, and you can do it again.”

      “But they’re coming for us!”

      “We don’t know that.” I looked past her into the cave. “Who has the keenest eyes in your group?”

      “Elorinelle.”

      “Wake her up.”

      Two minutes later, the elf stood with us and looked along the valley. Her eyes narrowed as she peered into the distance.

      “Definitely warriors,” she said. “Armed and armored and in Gonki uniforms. They’ve sent scouts ahead, and that main column is the most troops I’ve seen march out of Hyng’ohr in years.”

      “Are they coming this way?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I can’t tell. Right now, they’re simply marching up the valley. The scouts are running everywhere, so that doesn’t tell us anything. But they’re bound to catch us, aren’t they? I mean, why else would they march out now?”

      I considered the possibilities. This might have nothing to do with us, but that was unlikely in the extreme. My companions and I had recently arrived in the valley, upsetting an equilibrium that had been working for Gonki’s corrupt rulers. If they weren’t already planning moves against Tahlis, then they were fools, letting an Augmenter that powerful run rebellious against them. By offering such open defiance, we’d become the light to the fuse that would ignite the powder keg of Gonki.

      But just because this related to us didn’t mean the trouble was heading straight for our cave. 

      “Lord Ganyir’s brother, Targin, has guards who watch the valley,” Elorinelle said. “They might have seen us roaming around.”

      “Or maybe Mahrai might have sent men after you, Swordslinger,” Choshi added. “Tahlis told us what you did. Mahrai isn’t one to be slighted like that.” 

      “If that’s the case, then they’re likely headed for the Sunstone Temple.” 

      I wouldn’t be there, but Kumi, Vesma, and Kegohr would be. 

      “What do we do?” Choshi asked.

      “What do you think?” I replied. “We kick the rest of the class awake and get moving. We need to reach the Sunstone Temple before that army does.”
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      We raced out of the cave and down the hillside, our packs on our backs and weapons at the ready. Sharp-eyed Elorinelle led the way, watching for any scouts who might have come in this direction. Onvar accompanied her to keep her steady and offer his own obsessive attention to detail. I was behind them, along with Choshi and Drek. Zedal and Fig brought up the rear.

      We stalked across the macabre ground of the desert boneyard, between cairns to the memories of men and women long since forgotten. Their bones protruded from the ground, pale reminders that all things must die. I wondered if any of us would be remembered when we had lain in the ground as long as these people. But I would ensure I left my mark on the Seven Realms, and that meant I wouldn’t be dying today. 

      We moved as fast as we could without drawing unnecessary attention. The army was moving slowly now, but its scouts could pen us in if they banded together. Our best chance of getting through came from not being seen or facing a fight before we stood with our comrades at the temple.

      Instead of heading straight across the valley and then taking the road, we went diagonally southwest across the boneyard, past more monuments, and out through a set of standing stones at its bottom corner. Those stones towered over us like ancient, weather-blasted giants, gray lichen crumbling to dust on their sides.

      “Do you know who built these?” I asked as we passed beneath the long shadows of the stones.

      “Nobody does,” Choshi said. “But everyone knows that such things must be left in place, or risk angering the spirits. Some say demons live within the stones.”

      I shuddered at the thought of demons. I’d met dragon spirits who claimed to be demigods, and they seemed honorable, at least. But if demons existed in this world, they would be something else altogether. 

      I put aside the thought as our diagonal route gave us a chance to get ahead of the advancing column. As we left the boneyard and headed out across former farmland toward the river bed, we were almost running parallel with the Gonki army.

      “We could attack them now,” Drek said. “Catch them in the flank.”

      “Yes,” said Zedal. “A surprise attack, before they are expecting to face anyone. With our combined powers, we could easily kill them, just like we did the plumed snatcher matriarch.”

      I smiled grimly. A fight with a few monsters had boosted their egos, but it hadn’t done much to make them more powerful, other than learning a single technique. 

      I looked at the advancing column. The idea wasn’t without its merits, but I preferred to fight with the others at my side. Still, in spotting the opportunity, Drek was showing his gift for battle. But I couldn’t have them running off to fight until we’d joined with the others. 

      “Those are people from your city and your clan there,” I said. “Maybe people you know. Maybe people you’ve drunk with, eaten with, gossiped with. Are you really ready to kill them?”

      Drek opened his mouth to speak, then paused, watching the column. We were too far away to make out the detail of faces.

      “I don’t know,” Drek admitted. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

      “You’re just initiates,” I said. “There’s no shame in not being ready for that question. It’s one thing to attack the followers of the Straight Path, people who have already committed themselves to an evil way. But others will be fighting alongside them, people who are just trying to do their duty to their lord and their clan. Taking them on is very different.”

      “I understand,” Drek said, stroking his beard. “But can we give up our chance because of that?”

      “It may not be such a good chance,” I said. “I’m sure you’re right that we could defeat them if they’re ordinary warriors. But what if there are Straight Path disciples in there, Augmenters with more power and experience than you? What if Mahrai has come along? What happens then?”

      “You’re right, Master. Thank you for guiding me.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      And it was my job now, wasn’t it? Not just a hero on a quest but a leader, a teacher, someone shaping and directing upcoming Augmenters. I’d come a long way since I woke up in this world less than a year before.

      Smoke drifted up from the sand-sunken village ahead of the main column’s line of march.

      “What’s going on over there?” I asked Elorinelle.

      “Some of the outriders have stopped in the village.” She peered across the valley with one hand shading her eyes. “They’re lighting fires, but I’m not sure why.”

      “Cooking fires,” Onvar said. “It’s the Gonki way to rest and feed the troops before a big attack so that they go in at their best.”

      His conclusion proved correct. As the main force approached the village, they stopped, laid down their weapons, and started gathering around the fires.

      I halted our advance and gathered the initiates.

      “This is an opportunity for us,” I said. “Sooner or later, we’re going to have to cross the riverbed and the road to get to the mountain trail. That means risking exposure to their scouts and anyone who’s paying attention. If we go now and go quickly, we can get across while they’re resting and distracted. We’ll need to be even more careful, as we’re close to them, but it’s our best chance.”

      This time, I took the lead. Keeping low and moving from cover to cover, we advanced down the side of the valley and into the dried river bed. We were at our most exposed as we hurried across that expanse of sun-baked ground, and I kept my eyes peeled for scouts. But the army’s attention was on events on the far bank and further down the valley. Nobody was watching the former river we were traveling down.

      Near the far side of the river bed, we turned and hurried west. Now, the terrain worked to our advantage since the bank here was steep and covered with the protrusions of old rocks and withered reeds. It provided perfect concealment for us from the army as we passed only a hundred yards from the road and the advancing column.

      The risk now was that we would be heard, and when Drek lost his footing and slid down the bank, my heart raced. But the noise of a single falling dwarf and the rattle of tumbling stones was lost beneath the thudding of feet and the conversation of warriors staying entertained while they marched. Drek hurried back into cover, and we continued safely on our way.

      We overtook the marching column and were just past the sand-sunken village before the bank became shallower and we needed new cover. It was time to cross the road.

      The army had two scouts watching the route ahead. Perched on outcroppings west of the village, they were both facing the Sunstone Temple, their bows resting in their laps. If we tried to cross anywhere between here and the bottom of the stairs, they would see us straight away. We would have to pass behind them and hope that no one from the village emerged as we went.

      I summoned a Plank Pillar, smaller and less powerful than the ones I used in combat. The Vigor shot from me, down through the ground, and up into the dunes to the west. The pillar emerged out of sight of the scouts, but the sand around it shifted and drew their attention.

      A scout pointed toward the shifting sand. “What’s that?” 

      The other stood and raised her bow.

      I nodded to my students. Onvar, Choshi, and Drek hurried silently across the road behind the scouts and into the cover of the dunes on the far side.

      “Maybe it was nothing.” The second scout glanced back toward the village. “Should we tell someone?”

      “Tell them we maybe saw something move? Yeah, that’ll go down well. You know what happened to the last scout who sent word of a breeze blowing a little sand. Cover me while I go take a look.”

      The first scout got down off his rock vantage point and walked cautiously down the road toward where the movement had been. The other guard kept her bow raised as she watched him.

      At my nod, the initiates hurried across the road. I followed them while keeping my eyes on the scouts. 

      “Looks like some old buried planks,” the first scout said. “They must have fallen and disrupted the sand.”

      I flung myself into the cover of a dune just before he turned to look back.

      When he’d returned to his vantage point, we left the scouts behind and headed through the dunes, closer to the mountains at the valley’s southern edge. Once we were well clear of the road, we turned west once more, through dunes, rock outcroppings, and steep foothills. The landscape provided lots of cover, but we didn’t know how widely dispersed the Hyng’ohr army’s scouts were. We moved only as fast as caution would allow, and I was grateful for the almost camouflage-like sandy colors of the initiates’ robes. 

      From time to time, we had to cross an expanse of open ground. Before those crossings, I would pick one of the initiates and get them to summon a Sandstorm. The swirling sand provided concealment as we ran from one dune to the next. If the scouts noticed the movement, then they would arrive too late to find us. Even our tracks would be covered by the eddies of sand.

      Halfway to the temple steps, we stopped to rest and rehydrate. As we sat gulping from our water skins, Zedal turned to me.

      “Swordslinger, could we not ambush the army now?” she asked. “We’re well ahead of them and have time to prepare.”

      “Yeah,” Onvar said. “We came out here to help fight back. We’ve hidden and run enough.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at their spirited approach. But I also couldn’t help imagining what would happen if we took on that whole army now. These initiates had struggled in the face of monsters. How much more would they struggle to fight with all their strength against familiar faces? Half of them would surely freeze up, and none would be at their best. This wasn’t the time to risk their lives.

      “Patience,” I said, using my best approximation of a master’s tone. “We’ll get back to the temple to make the most of our people and the terrain. Then, you’ll get your chance to fight.”

      “You’re the great master,” Choshi said after they’d discussed among themselves. “We will follow you.”

      “Let’s get going again.”

      We’d only been walking for another five minutes when I saw something in the dunes to our right. The sand shift ever so slightly, following a path that ran parallel to us. Someone was following us using Hidden Burrow.

      I stopped, closed my eyes, and focused on one of my newer powers. Vigor oozed through me, heavy, thick, and powerful. I directed it into the ground around where our pursuer was hidden, turning sand into the dense quagmire of Mud Entrapment.

      A figure burst from the ground, spluttering. He wore the familiar robes of the Steadfast Horn Guild, caked in mud. He wiped it from his face and glared at us.

      “Well, well, well,” he said. “Here are some familiar faces.”

      “Trohai,” Choshi said with a small, nervous bow. Around her, the other initiates had frozen in place, hands clenching their weapons more tightly than usual.

      “So, you kids have thrown your lot in with a traveling pack of idealists,” the mud-stained Augmenter said. “I always knew you’d end up dead of stupidity.”

      “Who’s this jerk?” I asked.

      “Trohai, a disciple from the guild,” Choshi said. “Be careful, Master Ethan. He’s a strong Augmenter and deadly with that sword.”

      “A disciple of the Straight Path too, I’m guessing.” I placed my hand on my sword as he reached for his own. We were far enough away from the enemy army, so I didn’t have to worry too much about my Augmenting attracting attention. 

      “I have found the righteous path,” Trohai said as he dragged himself out of the mud. “And now, it seems I’ll have to teach it to you.”

      He stamped a foot. An Earth Strike rippled out through the ground toward the initiates. I moved fast, grabbed Elorinelle and Fig, and flung them clear. But the others, still frozen by the sight of a familiar and daunting foe, were hit by the full force of the strike and flung from their feet.

      I reached deep inside for my new powers again. This time, I called up a Mud Geyser. The Vigor flowed through me, down into the ground, and across to where Trohai stood. It burst out, forming a pillar of mud that engulfed the Straight Path Augmenter. It took a lot of Vigor, and I could already feel myself starting to run low, but I needed to put some courage back into my pupils, and the best way to do that was to show how little they needed to fear.

      “What is this shit?” Trohai sputtered as he tried to push away the mud all around him.

      I pulled forth a more familiar element. Heat blazed down my arms and became a flaming ball through the power of Untamed Torch. I flung it at the mud-covered figure, then summoned another Torch, and another. As each one hit the mud around Trohai, water hissed away in a cloud of steam. The mud was baked hard by the heat and turned it into a solid clay shell.

      Trohai grunted and strained, but a last Untamed Torch turned even the mud around his feet into a solid, unyielding mass. He was like a human statue, frozen in place by the combined strength of my techniques.

      “You bastards!” he growled through a gap in the mud. “I’m going to fuck you up for this.”

      “Sure you are, buddy,” I said. “Just as soon as you finish your stint as a garden ornament.”

      The initiates laughed shakily as they picked themselves up off the ground.

      I looked them in the eyes, each in turn, before I took the Sundered Heart in both hands. “Now, Trohai, you will die.”

      I swung the sword in a wide arc, and Trohai’s head toppled from his shoulders in a fountain of blood. The initiates gasped, and I wiped the blood from my blade before I sheathed it. 

      “Let’s be clear on one thing,” I said to them. “You might have friends and family inside the city, but I don’t. If you can convince them not to fight alongside the cultists, then I will spare them. But should they choose to stay with my enemies, then they will fall before me.”

      This was my most important lesson to them. We’d had our fun killing monsters and camping out in the desert, but this was different. This was a war between those who would do good and those who would do evil. My path wasn’t the Path of Peace but the Path of the Swordslinger. I didn’t really know what the latter entailed, which is why I planned on carving it out for myself. 

      “Come on,” I said. “We’ve wasted enough time. We need to keep moving.”

      None of the initiates spoke; they simply followed as I made for the mountain steps leading up to the Sunstone Temple. The faster pace got the initiates’ blood pumping, and they were far more serious and determined after I’d shown them what was at stake. 

      Tahlis met us at the bottom of the stairs. “I see there are people out in the valley.” He gestured at the smoke from the army’s cooking fires. “So many men and women coming out for a picnic.”

      “I think they might want us to join them,” I said. “And then, it won’t be so nice.”

      “We’ll need all hands ready. How did the initiates do in the field?”

      “Go on,” I said to them. “Spend some time in meditation and think about what cost you’ll have to pay should you choose to fight.”

      They all bowed to me and Tahlis before they went into the temple. 

      I filled Tahlis in on what we’d done and how the students had performed, both individually and as a group.

      “They all have serious potential,” I said. “The problem is that they’re young. Untested in real combat. They’re definitely not ready to fight a war against seasoned fighters and experienced Augmenters.”

      “Maybe,” Tahllis said. “Or maybe you underestimate the difference you’ve made. They seem somber.”

      “That was a recent change. I showed them something before we came back to the temple. Something that made them seriously consider what they might need to do.”

      “You didn’t kill a cat, did you?” He grinned at me and winked. 

      “We should prepare for when the soldiers storm the temple,” I said, ignoring his poor attempt at humor. 

      “Agreed.”

      As we headed up the steps, another figure was walking down toward us. Ganyir had donned the armor that previously lay in a corner of the temple. It added to his already intimidating bulk, creating a figure of towering strength. His expression was still grim, but at least the slump was gone from his shoulders.

      We met him halfway up the steps. To one side, the mountain fell away in a vertiginous and jagged drop. To the other, it soared up toward the heavens, a mass of stone nearly as solid and stern as the fallen lord of the Gonki.

      “I want to take a closer look at the army,” Ganyir said. “To see what sort of threat we face.”

      “I’ll come with you, my lord,” I said. After being called “Master” for a day, using the honorific felt a little strange. “I didn’t have a chance for a closer look with the initiates in tow.”

      “Count me out,” Tahlis said. “I can smell everything I need to about them from up here. Let me tell you, the mighty forces of Gonki need to bathe more often.”

      “If you’re heading up, then tell the others that we have a raid incoming,” Ganyir said. “I spotted a detachment of 30 or so heading this way. They’ll be set on storming the Sunstone Temple.”

      “Very well, my lord.” Tahlis bowed, both his words and the movement clear of his usual mocking tone. Then, he headed up the steps.

      I expected to go back down the stairs, but instead, Ganyir directed me to a narrow gap between two rocks. He had to turn sideways to fit between them. On the other side, a trail I hadn’t noticed headed steeply up the side of the mountain, back east above the valley road.

      The lord didn’t speak after I followed him through the gap, and I kept pace with him as we traversed a steep and winding trail. The narrow path clung to the natural curves of the mountain. It looked ancient, not a deliberately designed route but one laid down by centuries of living things traveling along it. In places, it was so narrow that I had to put one foot in front of the other like a tightrope walker, while leaning in toward the rock to avoid overbalancing and tumbling down the mountainside. Ganyir, despite his bulk and the weight of his armor, moved along it as nimbly as a mountain goat, practically leaping along a path so tenuous that I might never have noticed that it existed.

      The trail forked repeatedly as it wound across the mountainside. Sometimes, we took the high route and sometimes, the low one, but Ganyir always followed it with absolute confidence.

      “You know this place well,” I said. 

      “My brother Targin and I came out here when we were kids,” Ganyir said. “The place has changed since then, and not for the better, but I still know my way around like I know the rooms of the palace.”

      The darkness of his tone put me off asking further questions, and we continued our journey in silence. I emerged onto a rock ledge at the top of a cliff where Ganyir laid prone. I figured he wanted to make himself inconspicuous to the army, so I mirrored him as he crawled to the edge of the cliff.

      Below, sand dunes fell in waves down the valley toward the river bed. On the way, they ran across the sand-sunken village.

      The army gathered amid the half-buried houses. Most soldiers seemed to be ordinary infantry, men and women in cheaply assembled uniforms like those of the guards I’d met at the city gates. They carried heavy two-handed weapons, including clubs, hammers, maces, and long scimitars. There were scouts as well, with short swords at their sides and bows on their backs. The officers, dressed better than the rest, were clustered around one of the cooking fires, with their horses and camels tethered nearby.

      Most important were the Augmenters. They stood out in their guild robes, and like the officers, they weren’t mixing with the rest of the troops. They had cleared the sand off a set of benches in what had once been the village square while the troopers brought them their meals. This was the way of the Straight Path—use your strength to have others do your bidding, even in the smallest of things.

      “This doesn’t look good,” Ganyir said. 

      “I’ve defeated a guild before, with those same Augmenters who are now inside the temple.” 

      Admittedly, I’d also had Faryn, a collection of Wild tribes, and a Water Clan alongside me. But I wasn’t going for complete honesty with Ganyir. I wanted to inspire him where I could, let him know the situation might not be as dire as he seemed to think. 

      Still, I wasn’t exactly filled with confidence as I stared out at the masses of soldiers and Augmenters. 

      We lay there for a while, watching the troops come in and out, counting numbers and judging what sort of soldiers they had. Ganyir sometimes pointed out individual men, especially among the officers and Augmenters, and told me what I could expect from them. His knowledge of the details was impressive.

      “This is your clan,” I said at last. “You clearly know them well. How did you lose control and end up in exile?”

      Ganyir was silent for so long that I thought he was ignoring my question. But it seemed that he had been brooding, not ignoring me, as he finally started to tell his story.

      “My brother and I were close once, as family is supposed to be. As children, we explored the mountains in each other’s company. As guild initiates, we practiced Augmenting together. As adults, we shared many fine evenings of eating and drinking. Targin was always a little self-indulgent, and it was good that I was the eldest and so, set to inherit. But it never occurred to me how deeply he resented that state of affairs.”

      “What happened?” I asked. 

      “Saruqin. When he became high priest, he began turning people away from the Wandering Path. I didn’t know it, or I would have had him exiled in an instant, but he turned many people against me. Targin was one of the first.” 

      I wasn’t sure what to say since I didn’t have any brothers, so I knew nothing of family betrayal. Ganyir saved me the trouble of thinking up the words when he continued.

      “Piece by piece, they stole control of the guild away from me,” he said. “I blinded myself to the warning signs, even when they maneuvered to have Tahlis thrown out. But at last, the time came when I could ignore it no longer. Targin was set on usurping all authority in Gonki.” He paused, and it seemed that he wouldn’t continue the story. 

      “You confronted him,” I said after I’d thought about it. “But it was too late. His supporters were all in positions of power.”

      “The only solution would have been to fight him outright,” Ganyir said, my words loosening his tongue again. “With two powerful Augmenters battling in the heart of the city, half of Hyng’ohr would have been flattened. I couldn’t do that to my people, so I went into exile instead.”

      I couldn’t agree with his choice. Not at all. There were miles of desert where he could have lured his brother to fight, thus preventing the city from being damaged. Ganyir seemed too concerned with the proper thing to do and not the right thing to do. 

      “Do you regret not fighting your brother?” I asked. 

      He grimaced. “I thought that in my absence, people of influence would realize how problematic Targin was as a leader. But Saruqin had become too powerful of an influence. When I tried to return, I was not met with open arms but with Mahrai and her monstrous golem. My exile was ensured.”

      “I defeated her golem,” I said.

      “Her golem has many forms. If you defeated it, then she merely showed you one of its weaker forms.” 

      “Maybe,” I said. “But you never even tried to take on your brother. You let your city fall to the cultists because you were weak.” I stared him in the eyes, and I wondered how much I’d truly learned from the Seven Realms. I hadn’t used his honorific once since coming to the mountaintop, but I believed that rulers earned their right to rule; they shouldn’t be born into it like Ganyir had been. 

      He went silent for a moment as he stared at something in the valley. Rather than the anger I’d expected, my words seemed to strike a chord with him. He lifted an arm, and I wondered what he would do next, but then he pointed to the village. 

      “Look,” he growled.

      A new figure had walked into the village. Not just any figure, but one three times the height of the warriors around it, a solid mass of hulking stone. A smaller figure, short and functionally dressed with a neat bob haircut, jumped down from the creature’s shoulders, then walked over to join the Augmenters.

      “Mahrai,” I said. “So, you said her golem has multiple forms. If that’s the case, then I’ll just have to defeat whichever one she throws at us.” 

      “And level a chunk of the valley in the process,” Ganyir stated grimly. “If we want to finish that thing, it’s going to come at a cost.”

      “It’s not my land to pay that price,” I said.

      “If it means stopping the cultists, then I want you to do it.” Ganyir looked me in the eye. “I failed to fight before. And I’m not sure I can fight now.” 

      I felt like slapping him across the face, but I stayed my hand. 

      “But I know you can fight,” he continued. “And if you’re truly the Swordslinger, then you can defeat her golem. And perhaps all the cultists in Gonki.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      In the valley below, the corrupted Augmenters of Hyng’ohr were gathering around Mahrai’s stone golem. They approached the mighty creature with respectful admiration; they had seen this thing several times, but none drew close enough to touch it. There was something intimidating about the greater golem, even to people on its side.

      Ganyir drew back from the cliff edge and rose to his feet. “I should return to the temple, gather my weapons, and prepare for the confrontation to come.”

      “I’ll move in closer while you prepare,” I said. “I can pick off stragglers and scouts, whittle away some of their numbers and start to put fear in the others. It’s only a start, but it’ll mean there’s a softer target when you arrive.”

      “Al. right.” Ganyir nodded slowly. “It’s the start of a plan, at least, and every victory has to start somewhere. While you’re dividing and conquering, I’ll bring the others down and see what advantage we can make of the opportunity you’re creating.”

      He clasped my hand firmly and looked me in the eye. There was a determination in his gaze that had been missing before. Perhaps my harsh words had actually done something. The initiates weren’t the only ones who had gained some fire in their bellies.

      “I’ll see you in the fray, Master Swordslinger.”

      “I’m not a master.”

      “You might as well be.”

      Ganyir headed off down the trail with a bounce in his step.

      I gave the village a final scan, locking down where the main groups of warriors were relative to each other and to the golem. Of course, they might move by the time I got down there, but this at least gave me a chance.

      I headed back along the trail. Ganyir, so at home on the mountain paths, was already out of sight, but I remembered the route we’d taken to get up here. I went back down, slowing for the narrowest bends, occasionally stumbling as a rock rolled away from beneath my feet, until I emerged between the pair of rocks onto the steps to the temple.

      Just above where I’d appeared, sitting on the steps with his mace beside him, was Kegohr.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” he called out. “Been waiting for you. Figured you’d turn up somewhere around here.”

      “I thought you were all waiting for us at the temple.”

      “Got bored.” Kegohr picked up the mace and swung it around. “Too long since I had any action, you know? And I don’t have much of a head for battlefield strategy, so I couldn’t help with planning. I just want to get in there and smash some skulls.”

      I smiled to see how confident he’d become. When I’d first met Kegohr at the Radiant Dragon Guild, he and Vesma had been social outcasts, scorned by many of their classmates. Kegohr had been a gentle giant, fun and friendly in a way that was surprising given his ferocious appearance. But the battle for the guild and then traveling out on our quest had changed him. There was a ferocity there, a baring of his tusks that hadn’t happened often before.

      “Come on, then,” I said. “Let’s find you some action before you smash up Tahlis’ steps.”

      We walked down the narrow staircase, past protruding rocks and dark crevices in the mountainside. The sun, whose heat seemed a constant presence in the valley, blazed down on us.

      “It’s good to see you keen for action,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m gonna smash these cultist bastards so hard. It was a tainted guild that killed my family. I ain’t gonna let the rot of one of these cults spread. Not while I’m still standing, yeah?”

      “Of course.” I stopped and looked at him. “You’re reliving those memories for the sake of my quest, aren’t you?”

      “You think I don’t face those memories every day? Your quest’s giving me a chance to avenge them. That’s the best thing I could have been given. Now, let’s go crush some scum.”

      As I walked, I laid one hand on the hilt of the Sundered Heart Sword and another on the Depthless Dream Trident. I wanted to check in with the other two companions I was taking into action.

      “My sweet man,” Nydarth said inside my head. “I see we’re heading into battle. I look forward to seeing you thrusting and pounding with all your might.”

      “Thanks, Nydarth,” I replied. “It’s always good to have your support.”

      “I am with you too, mighty Swordslinger,” said Yono in her silky tone. “It will be a good chance for you to use more of your water Augmenting and so reinforce those channels within you.”

      “Better to rely on fire,” Nydarth said. “Work with your strengths, not against them. Give in to the fiery heat of passion.”

      “You do understand that he’s going to a battle, not a whore house, don’t you?” Yono asked.

      “Sex and death are not so far apart. The blood pounds, the heart races, and we lose ourselves in them.”

      “Spoken like a creature of fire. You can’t enjoy anything without chaos and destruction, can you?”

      “And what would you prefer, to sit quietly and watch the clouds drift by?”

      “At a time when the world allows it, yes.”

      “See, sweet Ethan? This is the alternative you’re being offered—the slow slide into tedium.”

      “I didn’t realize I was meant to choose between you,” I said. “I thought you were both on my side.”

      “We are,” Yono said. “But I’m afraid that someone doesn’t like sharing the inside of your head.”

      “I’m happy to share, as long as Ethan wants to join in,” Nydarth said. “Whether it’s in battle or in his private chambers.”

      Yono didn’t respond, and I thought it was best to let the conversation die. I had other things to worry about than the dynamics between the voices in my head. They could finish their bickering another day.

      By the time Kegohr and I reached the bottom of the stairs, we hadn’t seen any sign of the enemy. I was on my guard. Now that we were on open ground, we had more room to maneuver and opportunity to get around our opponents. But that also meant that they had more ways to approach us, more places to hide and positions to launch an ambush from.

      Kegohr and I headed out across the packed earth of the foothills and down into the dunes of the Vigorous Zone. As we went, we saw strange beasts moving about. Snakes with salt skin that sprang from the earth then tunneled back down. Crab-like creatures that came scuttling out of their hiding places and snapped at each other with stone claws, the clack of their pincers creating a strange and rhythmless beat. Tiny foxes with huge ears that formed out of the sand ran circles around our feet, then disappeared back into the ground.

      “Vigorous Zones, man,” Kegohr said with a grin. “They never get dull.”

      As we got closer to the village, we made more use of the terrain to stay concealed. There were occasional rock outcrops, especially close to the mountainside, but for the most part, we used the rise and fall of the dunes. We stayed to the sides, away from the village, occasionally climbing cautiously up a ridge to look out for observers, sometimes lying low while the wind blew stinging blasts of sand from the peaks. But as we got closer and started spotting Hyng’ohr lookouts, it became clear that we were going to need something else.

      “Can you tunnel closer?” Kegohr asked. “Like Tahlis does?”

      “I don’t have that technique yet. And even if I did, I don’t think I could take you with me.”

      “Nothing with your mud techniques?”

      “No, but…”

      I closed my eyes and reached into the power of earth. I let just a little flow along the channels that led it to form a Sandstorm, and then let that out into the world.

      Sure enough, a swirl of dust appeared between my hands. I summoned another and directed it in at an angle so that they created something like the twisting of a dust devil.

      I let that Sandstorm go, and it drifted out ahead of us. I created another like it, and it did the same. Soon, a trail of miniature Sandstorms lay at key points on our route ahead, obstructing the view where the dunes didn’t do the job.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “That’s great shit. But it’ll only do so much to help me blend in.”

      He gestured up and down his tall, muscular frame, with the distinct gray skin and fur across the shoulders.

      “You’ll be fine,” I said. “We’re here to cause a distraction, anyway, to draw off some of the bastards. If they think they see something in among the dust swirls, that might not be a bad thing.”

      Using the scenery and my magic for cover, we continued toward the sand-sunken village. Soon, the first buildings were in sight. I unleashed more Sandstorm, and we crept forward behind them until we were less than 50 yards from the nearest buildings.

      We crouched behind a low dune and watched. A fire was burning outside one of the nearby huts, so someone was clearly using it. If they wandered outside, maybe we could draw them off.

      There was movement in the doorway, half-buried in the sand. Mahrai crouched through the gap and stepped outside. 

      “Shit,” Kegohr hissed. “What were the odds?” He grinned. “Gotta take this opportunity.”

      Before I could warn him about the golem, Kegohr was already on his feet and running across the dunes, his mace swung back ready to strike.

      The sound of footsteps made Mahrai look up. Her eyes went wide before she grinned and clicked her fingers. I felt the Vigor flow through the air around us, sucked in to power her impressive magics.

      There was a series of swift thuds so heavy that they shook the ground. The stone golem appeared around the side of the house and ran straight for where Kegohr was heading. The half-ogre was less than six feet from Mahrai when a great stone foot slammed into him and sent him flying through the air. He crashed into one of the nearby buildings, went straight through a wall, and lay sprawled in a heap of sand and broken mud bricks.

      Soldiers came running around the corner, drawn by the sounds of destruction. I leaped from my hiding place, ready to rush in and help my friend. Mahrai turned and spotted me for the first time.

      Despite the circumstances, I was struck by just how beautiful Mahrai was. Though petite, she had a presence that filled the air around her. Her eyes sparkled with mischief above an arrogant grin. 

      “The leader of the brave travelers!” she called out. “Did you really think it was going to be this easy?”

      “If I’d known you needed wooing, I would have brought flowers,” I replied.

      “Charming as well as handsome. I hate to do this, but. . .” She clicked her fingers. The golem turned toward me.

      “I don’t suppose you’d consider changing sides? Maybe upholding the rightful lord of Gonki?”

      “So, you’re hellbent on being a moralist.” Mahrai shook her head. “Such a waste. We could have had a lot of fun.”

      The golem charged at me. As it was about to trample me in the dirt, I dashed aside and let it run past. It turned and almost kicked me in the chest, but I dived clear and avoided having my ribs caved in.

      I produced Smothering Mist to envelop the creature, but unlike before, the water vapor did nothing to weaken its massive form. So, Ganyir had been right. Mahrai’s golems had many forms, and this one seemed impervious to my water techniques. 

      I needed something to distract the creature while I worked out how to fight back. I started by launching a pair of Planks Pillars. The Vigor didn’t have far to go, and the pillars burst out of the sand almost immediately, one blocking the golem’s path to me, the other hitting it from below. The golem’s weight caused the second pillar to mostly splinter against its feet, but the wooden wall at least shook the beast and forced it to take a moment to ensure its balance.

      Though I’d seen Trohai launch a Ground Strike with his foot, I was used to using my fist. Under pressure, I stuck to the most comfortable method of Augmenting. Crouching on the ground, I raised my fist, then slammed it down. The earth in front of me rippled, and a wave of earth surged toward the golem. I put a lot of Vigor into it, leaving my reserves further drained than they already were, in hopes of knocking the golem’s feet out from under it. But when the wave hit, it only burst against the creature’s stone feet in a spray of dirt.

      A flaming figure charged out of the ruined building and into the golem’s side. Imbued with the Spirit of the Wildfire, Kegohr’s whole body shone with fire as the element flowed through him. He swung his mace with all of his magically enhanced strength, and flames rushed down to the head of his weapon. But all the blow did was to leave a scorched patch on the golem’s flank.

      Mahrai stood back, arms folded, and laughed. She waved the soldiers back too, leaving the golem to deal with me and Kegohr.

      Now, we were committed to the fight. We hacked at the golem with our weapons to almost no effect. Kegohr managed to smash away a few chips of stone with his mace, but neither the prongs of my trident nor the blade of my sword did any good.

      “Back up!” I shouted to Kegohr. “I’ve got a plan.”

      As we backed off, I called forth my newly developed powers to create a Mud Geyser around the golem. Mud blasted it from every side, and it stood still for a moment, keeping its feet while the ground around it churned.

      As that first mud attack settled, I called forth another. The sand beneath the golem’s feet turned into a pool of muck thanks to Mud Entrapment. It sank up to its ankles, and the quicksand flooded in to fill the gaps.

      The mud-covered golem heaved and strained, trying to free its feet.

      “Untamed Torch!” I said to Kegohr.

      We both held out our hands and blasted fire. As our techniques hit the golem, it baked the mud solid, just as it had done on Trohai. The golem’s moves slowed as it was encased in sections of solid clay.

      I summoned more Mud Geysers while Kegohr kept up the Untamed Torch, until half the creature was covered in lumps of dried dirt.

      The golem strained, and parts of the coating cracked, but none of them broke. Changing tactics, it roared and lunged forward. It overbalanced, toppled, and fell. I jumped back just in time to avoid being crushed as it crashed down.

      The golem pushed itself up on its arms and heaved. There was a crack, and one of its feet came out of the ground, covered in solid clay.

      I didn’t give it time to free the other foot. I summoned more Mud Geysers, targeting them to cover the creature’s joints. If we could bake those solid, then perhaps we could immobilize it, and then… Well, we’d worry about that when we came to it.

      “Get up, you blasted lump of stone!” Mahrai shouted, her face a rictus of fury.

      “I thought it was a waste that you’d taken the Straight Path,” I called to her. “But you’re clearly just a one-trick pony, so maybe it’s not so bad.”

      “How dare you?” she snarled.

      “Actions speak louder than words. If you were really so powerful, you wouldn’t be sitting back and letting your minion do all the work.”

      “You think you can goad me into doing this your way?” Mahrai turned to the soldiers behind her. “You lot, get in there and kill them.”

      The soldiers formed up and advanced slowly, clubs and war hammers raised.

      “I’ve had enough of your games!” Mahrai shouted. “The so-called Swordslinger, striding in here like you’re the best thing Gonki’s ever seen. We’ll see how impressive you are against an army.”

      “Stay focused,” I said to Kegohr. “I want to know if we can beat this thing.”

      With half an eye on the approaching soldiers, I summoned more mud around the golem.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Mahrai said.

      She snapped her fingers once more. The stone golem dissolved, its once-solid body turning to sand and then dribbling out across the ground. Within moments, it was entirely gone, leaving only the baked plates that we had formed around it, like the shell of some strange sea creature.

      Mahrai strode away through the approaching army.

      Kegohr and I raised our weapons to tackle the troops. They watched us warily and slowed their advance. Kegohr was still burning with magical fire, and they’d seen me summon both mud and flames before drawing a sword and a trident to fight them. If I’d been one of this horde of ordinary Hyng’ohr citizens, recruited to fight against magic with mundane weapons, I might have had second thoughts too.

      “You’re smart to stay there,” I said. “I could easily destroy you all on my own, and as for Kegohr…”

      The half-ogre grinned and swung his mace in a flaming arc.

      The soldiers’ hands were white-knuckled around their weapons, their faces fixed and fearful. But they didn’t back off. Fear of their commanders was clearly just as powerful as fear of us. The Unswerving Shadows Cult had them in its terrible grip.

      A man appeared on a rooftop at the edge of the village, looking out across the scene. He was six and a half feet tall, solidly muscled, and encased in segmented armor. His features were uncannily similar to Ganyir’s except that he kept his hair cut short and his beard more closely trimmed. He held his arms folded across his puffed-out chest. This could only be one man: Targin.

      “What are you all waiting for?” he bellowed. “Get in there!”

      The soldiers shuffled forward and raised their drooping weapons, but no one was close enough yet to fight us.

      Mahrai appeared on the rooftop beside Targin. “My Lord,” she said as she sank to one knee. Across the silence between the soldiers and us, every word could be heard.

      “What do you want, wretch?” Targin demanded.

      “My Lord, I know I disappointed you, but I did my best. No one has ever brought the golem down like that before.”

      I had to admit I was surprised. I’d assumed Mahrai and the cultist Saruqin had Targin under their thumbs. It seemed that she was in fact under Targin’s chain of command.

      “And you think excuses make your failure any less wretched? Should I point out that you are a coward too, running away the first time your precious pet was threatened?”

      “My pet is half the reason you are still in power.” Mahrai got to her feet and took a step back. She planted her hands on her hips and glared at Targin, while below them, the soldiers advanced at the slowest pace they could.

      “Your pet is just one weapon among many, as are you, you malodorous bitch. But as long as I am Lord of Gonki, the two of you serve me.”

      “I serve where I choose, my lord.”

      “Really?” He turned his glare away from me and onto Mahrai. “What about your loyalty to the Straight Path?”

      “I’m loyal to myself, first and foremost. Anything else can only follow on from that. You would do well to remember it, Targin.”

      She turned, strode away, and vanished from view down the back of the building.

      “Get back here!” Targin shouted after her. “I’m not done with you. I demand your presence!”

      But the only ones listening were the soldiers, me, and Kegohr. The soldiers’ eyes darted around as if worried that making eye contact might give away their treasonous thoughts. Despite the numbers against us, I grinned at their discomfort.

      Targin turned his attention back to us. He was red-faced, and one cheek was twitching. He pulled out a mace and swung it about with jerky, impatient movements.

      “Is all well in paradise?” I called to him. “Girlfriend troubles, perhaps?”

      “I am going to destroy you, you fucking piece of foreign filth. You and that disgusting Wild you’ve brought with you.”

      He whistled, a shrill sound that echoed around the low ground between the mountainside and the abandoned village.

      More troops emerged, running out of the houses and appearing from beneath the dunes with Hidden Burrow technique. They circled to our left and right, staying wide out of reach. I looked back, but our path of retreat was cut off by bow-armed scouts.

      The infantry moved in, weapons at the ready. Those in front of us looked more comfortable now that they had backup. They advanced again to form part of a rapidly tightening ring. Kegohr and I stood walled in, facing a row of blades and mace heads in every direction.

      “You wanted to draw them out,” Kegohr said. “Looks like it worked.”

      “It did.” I allowed Vigor to flood my internal channels and prepared myself for a fight against overwhelming odds. 
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      I’d been in some tight spots over the past year, but two of us facing an entire army was taking things to extremes.

      “Any bright ideas to get out of this?” Kegor asked.

      “Go back in time and make some better life choices,” I said.

      “You got some sort of time Augmenting hidden in among the rest?”

      “Not last time I checked, no.” Kegohr’s words did remind me of the orb I’d seen the Russians use back on Earth, and I would have spent some time wondering exactly where it might be, but now wasn’t the best situation for idle thoughts. 

      “Then I reckon we’ll need a better plan.”

      Fire flashed as Kegohr summoned a Flame Shield on his left arm. I dug into my own dwindling reserves of Vigor and sent it running down my water channels. It flowed, cool and soothing, through my body and out of my skin. Frozen Armor formed in plates across my body. This seemed like a time to focus on defense over attack, so I created smooth plates designed to deflect blows instead of the spiked plates I’d sometimes used to inflict brutal attacks against particularly heinous opponents. The armor was a familiar friend, protective and comforting.

      With the water magic in place, I stowed the trident away and summoned a Flame Shield, much like Kegohr’s. I figured that our best chance was to go heavily defensive and hold off the army as long as possible until the others arrived. They couldn’t be far away now, and they’d certainly help even the odds a little. 

      The soldiers in front of us looked more confident now that reinforcements had joined them. With the might of Hyng’ohr closing on all sides, they must have thought that we were doomed. What they weren’t considering was how much carnage we could cause on the way down, or how badly that might go for them as individuals. They were about to learn that the hard way.

      “Remember that shield trick from the training yard?” I asked Kegohr.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said.

      “Aim high. Let’s make it hard for them to see what’s going on.”

      We raised our shields and stamped our feet in unison. A wave of fire shot out from each of our shields, rushing toward the enemy at head height. None of the soldiers had shields, so the most they could do was to raise their weapons—little protection against a burst of flames. Some attempted to use Ground Strike to block our attacks, but their techniques were too slow. The fire flashed brightly as it scorched faces and left many of them temporarily blinded.

      Still, the enemies behind the blinded ones charged. But we charged to meet them.

      We hit the enemy like a pair of bowling balls hitting a set of pins. Soldiers who hadn’t even seen us coming were scattered, some falling to the ground, others stumbling back. Kegohr roared as the Spirit of the Wildfire rushed through him. He swung his mace, and half a dozen Hyng’ohr soldiers went flying through the air, knocking down others behind them.

      I slashed the Sundered Heart in wide arcs, and blood sprayed across the dirt as a dozen enemies were felled in a single attack. 

      Some enemies were already recovering as they blinked away the aftermath of the fire flash. They formed up beside their comrades, while more came around behind them from the flanks. Behind us and to the sides, the others were closing in.

      I sent up a palisade of Plank Pillars that closed us off from the enemies. At my feet were dozens of bloody corpses, but the wooden wall would protect us for a time. 

      “You’re next move?” Kegohr asked me.

      Before I could answer, a fierce shout sounded from the left. The crack of breaking stone echoed around the whole of the sand-sunken village.

      Over the dunes charged Ganyir, clad in his full plate armor. He carried no weapon but wore massive steel gauntlets on both hands. He bellowed in rage as he thundered toward the Hyng’ohr army. He rode the sand like some sort of surfer without a board, and the dirt beneath him was a mighty wave. It rippled and undulated as he rocketed toward the army. 

      Behind him came the rebel elements of the Steadfast Horn Guild. Tahlis led the way, his spear raised and teeth bared to grant his lizard face a more monstrous and terrifying appearance. Zedal was doing the same, her forked tongue flicking out across pointed teeth, her quarterstaff swinging. Drek and Fig ran to one side of them, Choshi and Onvar to the other, while behind them, Elorinelle perched on the remains of a ruined building and rained arrows down on the enemy.

      Vesma and Kumi took the rear, their familiar faces bearing expressions of battlelust. 

      As he rode the sand, Ganyir slammed one foot down extra hard on the sand. A Ground Strike rippled out in front of him, more powerful than any I’d seen so far. The whole world seemed to tremble with power. Dozens of soldiers were thrown from their feet. Buildings in the village shook, and one collapsed as it sent up a shower of sand. 

      A few feet from the army, Ganyir passed a boulder rising from the dunes. He slammed his fist into it, and the upper half of the rock exploded. A chunk went sailing into the soldiers, pulverizing three, severing the limbs of others, and breaking their line. Then, he was in among them, swinging to left and right. As weapons came at him, he blocked them with armored forearms or grabbed the hands that wielded them and tore the limbs from their sockets. 

      Tahlis and the initiates followed Ganyir into the fray. Weapons clashed, and sand flew as they went at the enemy with both magical and mundane attacks. Kumi flowed between the soldiers using the ancient martial arts of the Qihin. Her twin daggers flashed in the sunlight as she sought weak points and gaps in soldiers’ armor, slipping in and out of reach like the surging of the tide. Vesma blasted the ground with Untamed Torch and rose into the air before she sent fireballs into the masses behind the enemy’s frontlines. 

      Pressed from three directions at once, the Hyng’ohr lines fractured. The battle descended into a chaotic melee, with the two sides swirling around each other in small knots of action. As Kegohr and I broke the line and forced the soldiers back, we were drawn deeper into the village, among the sand-covered houses and half-fallen buildings.

      I’d seen cultists among the houses earlier, but I could see no sign of them now. But it didn’t mean they weren't there, hiding and waiting for the right moment to strike.

      I summoned an Ash Cloud around a group of soldiers, and the cold, black dust billowed around them like a falling storm. As they gasped and choked, blinded and struggling for air, I went in with the Sundered Heart Blade. Nydarth moaned an exalted note as I ran one through. Blood stained my hands as I cut another’s legs out from under him. A third attempted to sneak up behind me, but I whirled around and punched him in the face with the hilt of my weapon. His nose fractured, and half his face caved in before he dropped to the ground. 

      Kegohr was in a frantic frenzy, the combination of Wild magical power and hatred for cults having finally overcome him. He roared and charged around the village, smashing soldiers and sometimes chunks of wall that got too close.

      “Swordslinger!” Targin bellowed. He was still standing on a rooftop, with four warriors in Steadfast Horn Guild colors gathered behind him. “Come and face me!”

      Tahlis popped up out of the sand beside me, his blood-stained spear in his hands.

      “Those are Targin’s personal bodyguards,” he said as he pointed to the warriors on the roof. “Augmenters, cult disciples, and once initiates of the guild. I taught them, and I can tell you, there’s a reason Targin chose those four. They’re as effective as they are cruel.”

      He vanished back into the sand only to pop up a moment later amid a cluster of surprised soldiers. He attacked them with his spear and blasted with Sandstorms. A mischievous grin never left his face. 

      “I see that you’re everything I heard, Swordslinger!” Targin shouted. “Hiding behind half-breeds and women. I think it’s time to change that. I’ll cut down every one of them, and then, I’ll deal with you.”

      He jumped off the rooftop and started running through the battle. His target was clear—Kumi and Vesma, fighting at the edge of the village.

      I’d only just met him, but I was already sick of his bullshit. He was a petty, posturing, arrogant asshole. But from what the others had said, I also knew that he was a deadly warrior and a powerful Augmenter, one who could be a real threat to my friends.

      I ran after him, determined not to let him get to the others before I did. His guards fanned out behind him, looked all around, and spotted me. They spread out, ready to block my path.

      As Targin ran, the fight eddied around him. A pair of combatants staggered out from behind a house, their weapons locked together, grappling for dominance. One was a Hyng’ohr soldier, another nameless face in the crowd. But the other I instantly recognized—the gangling figure of Choshi. She had her back to Targin and didn’t see the false lord coming.

      Targin swung his mace with both hands, and it smashed into the back of Choshi’s head with a sickening crack. There was a spray of blood, her neck bent at an impossible angle, and she collapsed to the ground.

      “No!” I heard the word come tearing unbidden from my throat. I could do nothing but stand and stare at the body of the young woman I had taught, the reluctant leader who had found the courage to guide her friends out of the city and into our ragtag resistance band. She had struggled to find the right path, set on avenging her brother’s death, and now, it had all come to nothing.

      No, not nothing. I would make sure that vengeance was had.

      My pulse pounded like a war drum in my ears as I gripped my sword tight and went charging after Targin.

      I’d barely gone two steps when the ground in front of me rippled with the force of a Ground Strike. I leaped over that wave of magical destruction, but another one was coming in close behind. This time, I was hit and flung from my feet. I landed with a thud, shaken and aching, and looked up to see Targin’s bodyguards blocking my way. One of them punched the ground, and another wave of earth power came crashing toward me.

      A large hand grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up off the ground. Kegohr jumped aside, carrying me with him, and the Ground Strike shot past.

      “I’ve got to get past them,” I said to Kegohr. “Targin’s on a rampage, and they’re keeping me from him.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “Let’s smash them then.”

      He charged straight at the bodyguards, his Flame Shield raised, and I ran with him.

      As he charged, Kegohr launched blasts of fire from the front of the shield. They shot straight toward the closest bodyguard. She raised her arm, which turned to stone a moment before the fire hit, so that his attack burst harmlessly across the magical protection.

      More Ground Strikes shot out from the bodyguards. I leaped over one, and the impact of another shattered the Frozen Armor around my legs, but it wasn’t enough to knock me down, so I kept running toward the enemy.

      If I was going to get close, I needed a way to stop them from constantly targeting me. With so much of my Vigor already used up, high-powered attacks weren’t an option, but I’d developed a big bag of tricks that I could draw from. 

      I called forth the power of ash and sent it streaming from my hands. An Ash Cloud formed around the heads of the bodyguards and blocked their view of my charge.

      Immediately, a bodyguard flung his hands wide. A Sandstorm shot out from him, its scouring wind dispersing the ash and leaving the bodyguards’ view clear. A foot stamped down, and another Ground Strike rippled toward me.

      Kegohr’s reserves of energy also seemed to be running low. His Spirit of the Wildfire had worn off, and he was left fighting with his natural strength. It was impressive, but it wasn’t the same as having the Vigor empower him with the strength and fury of the most destructive element.

      He reached the nearest bodyguard and swung his mace with both hands. She blocked it with a two-handed warhammer, its head a brutally spiked weight in the shape of some ancient and vicious bird. While Kegohr drew back, she swung the weapon around to hit him with the counterweight on the base. He dodged, took a glancing blow in the side, and came at her with his mace again.

      I was almost in the fight now, and still looking for ways to even the odds. I sent Vigor through the channels in my body, down my legs, and into the ground. It arced back up beneath one of the bodyguards, and a Plank Pillar shot up in a spray of sand. It sent one bodyguard flying and blocked the others’ view of me as I drew near.

      There was a crash as a club with a heavy stone head collided with the pillar. The planks fell to the ground, clearing the space between us.

      I raised my hand and sprayed a burst of thorns at the warrior with the club. Before the projectiles could strike his face, his skin turned gray as granite, and the thorns shattered against it. 

      Quickly, I reached into my mud channels and summoned another Mud Entrapment. The ground beneath the bodyguard turned to sludge, and he started sinking into it. He pulled one arm free, but that only made the other one sink deeper. He shouted in rage as his whole body was slowly sucked into the damp sand.

      I ran into the other two bodyguards with my sword and my Flame Shield raised. Immediately, a blow hit me on the shield so hard that it sent me staggering back. These disciples, trained in the earth techniques of the Steadfast Horn Guild and empowered by the dark arts of the Unswerving Shadows Cult, were physically strong and probably strengthened by earth magic. The weight of their weapons added to the incredible impact of their blows. Bones ground against each other in my shoulder at the force of the hit, and I was lucky to stay on my feet.

      I was going to have to rely on agility over toughness to deal with these two.

      As the next swing of that great club came in, I jumped aside. The head of the weapon hit the ground, and sand sprayed around us. I’d expected to have a moment to strike back, but the other bodyguard was on me. I had to dodge one sweeping blow from a five-foot scimitar, jump over another, and catch a third on my shield. Pain flared through my arm at another great jolt, but I stood my ground and counter-attacked with the Sundered Heart. A thrust of my blade scored a charred line across the bodyguard’s leather armor but didn’t get through to the flesh beneath.

      “Slay these fools!” Nydarth yelled inside my head.

      The two men circled to come at me from opposite sides. I parried a blow from one, dodged an attack from the other, and channeled wood. A Plank Pillar burst from the ground beneath my feet. It propelled me into the air even as it separated my two opponents. I sprang from the top and landed behind one of them. I brought my sword around and caught him in the side. Blood sprayed as I cut through his armor, and he grimaced, but even with the trickle of red running down his side, he raised his hammer and slammed it down with a mighty force.

      I had to stay engaged with this guy, to try to deal with him in the few seconds before his comrade came around the Plank Pillar. Instead of leaping clear of the blow, I raised the Sundered Heart at an angle. The club hit it and slid along the blade in a shower of sparks.

      I raised my Flame Shield and shot a blast of fire straight into the bodyguard’s face. He closed his eyes, and his skin turned to stone a moment before the flames hit. While he wasn’t looking, I swept the Sundered Heart around, aiming for his shoulder.

      Another weapon blocked the strike. I turned to see the bodyguard who I had mired in Mud Entrapment. He was dripping in mud but was otherwise unharmed, and his face was screwed up in fury. For a moment, we were back to two-to-one odds. Then, the third guard appeared around the Plank Pillar.

      To my left, Kegohr was still locked in combat with the female guard. Their blows filled the air with resounding clangs as heavy weapons slammed against each other again and again. Neither seemed able to gain enough advantage to finish the other off.

      Then, fire flared in Kegohr’s eyes. The flames spread across his face, down his body, and out along his arms and legs. From somewhere inside him, he had found the Vigor to power the Spirit of the Wildfire once more.

      His next blow hit the shaft of the bodyguard’s warhammer. The wooden pole had been reinforced with bands of steel that should have made it near unbreakable, but as Kegohr’s blow hit, there was a crack, and the shaft split. The bodyguard was left staring in shock at two splinted ends of wood.

      Kegohr gripped her head in his massive palm and tossed her into the guards that had me surrounded. Her body struck the guard nearest to me with a sickening thud, and the two went tumbling across the dirt, neither getting up. 

      Kegohr charged toward me and arrived with an almighty roar, like a wild beast unleashed. Blows rained around him in a berserker fury that scattered the bodyguards.

      “Go find Targin,” Kegohr growled. “Leave these to me.”

      I didn’t want to leave my friend facing two Augmenters of incredible skill, but the choice wasn’t just about him. With Targin after them, Vesma and Kumi were also in terrible danger. These bodyguards might be tough, but Targin came from the same stock as Ganyir and had been through the same upbringing and training. With the stone golem gone, there could hardly be a more deadly opponent here.

      I broke clear of the fight and ran through the village, heading in the direction I’d last seen Targin go.

      The sand-sunken village, already battered by the ravages of time and the Vigorous Zone, had been further devastated by a fight between multiple Augmenters. Chunks were missing from buildings, blown clear by magic or knocked out by wild weapon swings. Crimson patches of sand spread out from fallen bodies as the blood stained the ground. The earth beneath my feet shook from the impacts of earth magic.

      A pair of Hyng’ohr soldiers blocked my path, both holding bronze-headed two-handed maces. I drew the Depthless Dream Trident and came at them with dual spirit weapons.

      The first of the soldiers brought his mace back and swung it in an exaggerated arc. I caught it on the Depthless Dream, and the shaft slid between two prongs of my trident, locking the weapons together. The soldier pushed, and I pushed back, each straining to wrench the weapon from the other’s hands.

      The other soldier took the opportunity to try to get a hit in, but I blocked his attack with the Sundered Heart, then swung low. He screamed as my flaming sword sliced through his leg, and he fell to the ground, clutching the cauterized stump.

      The first soldier pushed harder at his mace, trying to force me into a retreat. I went with the movement and swayed back a single step. As he came forward, I brought up the Sundered Heart and stabbed. The tip of the spirit weapon easily punctured his armor, and the blade slid through his chest from front to back. The mace fell from his grip and dropped to the ground a moment before his body did.

      I freed my trident from the mace and ran on, still looking for Targin. Another soldier, showing more courage than sense, leaped at me from the side with a swing of his mace. I ducked beneath the blow, did a forward roll clear of his next swing, and came back to my feet facing him. He stood staring wide-eyed at me and my two weapons, one coated in flames, the other in frost. When I swung high with the Sundered Heart, he raised his weapon to parry the feint, but I impaled him on my trident’s prongs.

      “Well done,” Yono said in my head. “Let the trident’s shape guide you and help you fight with a flow like the ocean.”

      “Or you could just stab people with the pointy end,” Nydarth retorted.

      Their words barely even registered in my mind. I had finally caught sight of Targin. He was standing on the roof of a pagoda from where he could survey the battle zone. Kumi and Vesma had obviously evaded his sight until now, but it was clear he was scanning the battleground for them. He held a sword high, and there was a wild look in his eyes.

      I ran toward him, through the madness of the battle. Ganyir and Tahlis were nearby, battling a band of Augmenters. Sand flew around them, and the ground shook as both sides used the earth element against each other. A building collapsed as a shock wave hit it and sent more dust into the air. 

      Ganyir grabbed an opponent by the head and hurled him bodily at the others, then jumped in after, his arrival shaking the ground beneath them. Tahlis seemed to blink in and out of existence as he appeared from the ground behind a shocked soldier, ran him through, then disappeared again.

      Vesma and Kumi ran out of a nearby building, pursued by snarling Hyng’ohr warriors. Blood was running down Vesma’s arm, and Kumi was fumbling with a waterskin as they ran, pulling out the stopper so that she could use her healing magic. As they appeared, a grin spread on Targin’s face.

      I raced toward them, shouting for attention. My cries were lost amid the screams and crashes of battle, unheard by my friends.

      Someone else heard, though. An Augmenter peeled away from the fight with Ganyir and charged at me. I readied myself for another clash, but six feet away, the sand swallowed him.

      I stared at the ground, watching for any sign of where his Hidden Burrow technique was taking him. Suddenly, there was a noise behind me, and I felt sand spray my back. I flung myself clear as a sword sliced through the air where my neck had been. I spun around, but the Augmenter was already sinking into the sand.

      I could use some one-handed techniques, so I slung the Depthless Dream Trident back into place on my back. I stood in the center of an open patch of ground, circling slowly, watching for any sign of movement. That Augmenter could come from anywhere, but I couldn’t watch everywhere at once.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the sand shift. I turned and raised my hand, just as the Augmenter shot up into view. His sword was already swinging, but I swayed back, and it hissed past an inch from my chest. Before the Augmenter could sink into the sand again, I fired a burst of superheated Untamed Torch at the ground. The sand turned to glass, and the Augmenter failed to vanish. I kept my hand raised, but this time, I produced a volley of Stinging Palm thorns. The wooden spikes flooded his face until he looked like a human pincushion. He dropped soundlessly to his death. 

      A battle cry made me look up from the grizzly remains. Targin was shouting at the top of his lungs as he jumped off the top of the pagoda.

      As he dropped to the ground, a Sandstorm swept up below him. He flew on the sandy whirlwind while he swept his free hand in a diagonal arc through the air. Another Sandstorm appeared, and this one smashed Vesma and Kumi. The technique flung them to the ground as Vesma’s spear went flying and Kumi’s precious water poured out of the fallen bottle to darken the pale sand.

      Targin landed between them with a look of triumph in his eyes. He glanced over at me with a smirk, and my blood ran cold as he raised his sword over Vesma’s neck.
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      Targin and I stood staring at each other. There was a mad gleam in his eyes, the look of a man who really was enjoying the destruction he had unleashed.

      “Say goodbye to your pretty little friends, Swordslinger,” he said.

      There was no way I could cross the ground to him before he brought his club down on Vesma’s head. My magic, on the other hand…

      I flooded my mud channels with Vigor and allowed the magical energy to flow down through me, into the ground, and over to where Targin stood. I had to be precise since he was standing between my two fallen companions and I didn’t want to catch them in the blast. I narrowed my mind, shutting out all other thoughts and fears, so that my whole focus was on where the magic was going.

      A Mud Geyser exploded from the ground beneath Targin’s feet. It hit with such concentrated force that it sent him flying. He hurtled back through the air and crashed through the window of a pagoda, shattering the shutters on his way through.

      Mud rained down on Kumi and Vesma. They started to stir, hauling themselves slowly off the ground. That was all I needed to see; as long as they were safe, I could focus on my target.

      I ran in through the door of the pagoda. Inside was a sand-swept hall that had once been the receiving room of someone relatively wealthy. Moth-eaten tapestries hung from the walls, and a large wooden chair, its back intricately carved with images of legendary beasts, stood at the end of the room.

      In the middle of the room, Targin was pulling himself up out of the splintered remains of a once-sturdy table. He got to his feet, picked up his club, and faced me.

      “So, you have a handful of dirty tricks,” Targin said. “Bastard, hybrid magic for a friend of the bastard, hybrid Wilds. You’re probably the sort of filthy swine who fucks trolls and ogres too, aren’t you? No sense of the superiority of your own kind.”

      “Don’t give me that Straight Path bullshit,” I said. “All your talk of purity is just an excuse to justify your own power and keep yourselves on top. You’re parasites, sucking the blood from the rest of society. Murderers draining the lives of the innocent to make yourselves feel important.”

      “Big words for someone who’s barely finished as a guild initiate. Let’s see what you’re really made of.”

      Targin stamped his foot. A Ground Strike shot across the room, lifting sand and flagstones. I jumped over it, and it hit the far wall, shaking the timbers of the house. Dust fell from the rotting ceiling boards above us.

      I charged at Targin with both weapons drawn. He brought his club up and blocked my first strike from the Sundered Heart, then countered a lunge from the Depthless Dream. He fought with the whole of the war club, not just its ridged steel head. The shaft became a staff that he used to block my blows while the spiked butt became a weapon for stabbing counter-attacks that forced me back and gave him the offensive edge.

      The clang of weapons colliding filled the room until it made my ears ring. I launched a frantic attack from the right to batter down his defenses, but he twisted the whole fight around and brought the shaft of his weapon around between my legs, almost tripping me over.

      Being able to attack from two directions at once gave me an edge, and I managed to get in a couple of good shots, one against his arm and the other against his leg. But the armor there protected him, and my attacks bounced off.

      Then, Targin got lucky. A section of fallen tapestry slipped away beneath my foot, and I slid down to one knee. Thrown off balance, I wasn’t able to block his next attack. His club hit me in the shoulder, and my armor shattered, sending chunks of ice flying.

      I knocked his club aside and pushed back up to my feet. He had a way through my armor. I needed a way through his, and I thought I had one.

      With a deep breath, I called forth all the Vigor I could and channeled it into the Sundered Heart Sword. Fire flared from the blade, brighter than I’d ever seen it before. Just the flash of the flame was enough to distract Targin, and I lunged with the Depthless Dream. He moved to counter it a little too slowly, while I swung in with the Sundered Heart from the other side.

      The blazing hot blade hit the armor on Targin’s left arm. There was an angry hiss as the heat melted through the steel. Chunks of armor fell away, revealing his bare arm.

      Targin roared in fury and brought his club around in a wild arc. I stepped nimbly around it and brought the Sundered Heart in again. This time, I cut away a chunk of leg armor. The next stroke left his belly exposed as pieces of red-hot metal fell to the ground, followed by molten drops.

      At last, my opponent was exposed—the man who had ruined this land, who had threatened my friends, who had killed Choshi. I was going to make the fucker pay.

      I parried a low swing from his club, knocked it aside, and stabbed with the Depthless Dream.

      But the trident hit Targin’s belly with a clang. Instead of driving deep into his flesh, it had met resistance.

      I drew the weapon back and saw that Targin’s skin had turned black as night. It was the same on the exposed flesh of his arm and leg, though his face remained flesh.

      “Stoneskin technique,” Targin said, grinning smugly. “A special variation the cult has developed. But I doubt you even have the basic technique yet.”

      I slammed the trident in again, and then the sword. Vigor poured down both as I used their magic to try to break through Targin’s technique. But my weapons bounced off the Stoneskin without leaving so much as a scratch.

      Targin took a step back, laughing maniacally. I flung myself forward, determined to tear him in half. But Targin raised his hands, and a Sandstorm grabbed hold of me and lifted me up. I had just enough time to press an arm across my face before it flung me against the ceiling. The floorboards gave way, and I burst through, then crashed down in a rain of sand on the next floor up.

      This dusty room had once been used for storage. There were shelves all around the walls, with the dried-up husks of old food on them. Boxes were piled in one corner and amphorae in another. I had landed on a heap of disintegrating sheets, blankets, and furs.

      Targin appeared up a set of stairs in the far corner of the room. He had let his obsidian Stoneskin lapse, again revealing bare flesh between his ruined armor and torn clothes. Given that I was still fighting, that had to mean that the technique used up a lot of Vigor to maintain, and Targin was saving it for later. That was something, at least, an opportunity I might find a chance to exploit.

      “I always knew I could do more with this land than Ganyir,” Targin said as he stalked toward me. “He simply wanted to maintain the status quo, to keep us what we have become: second-rate servants to a distant emperor, the forgotten remnants of a clan whose legions once made the world tremble. But I was sure that we could be something more. We could be the province that the world revolves around, the powerhouse at the heart of an empire. And now, thanks to you, that’s going to happen.”

      I dragged myself to my feet and raised my weapons. Targin kept advancing, slowly but certainly, betraying his complete confidence in the outcome of our fight. 

      “I’m going to destroy the pathetic Swordslinger and take your spirit weapons. With their power, and with the Granite Legions revived, I will stride forth across this empire, the all-powerful head of a mighty army. I will conquer every province on the continent and make the world remember why they once feared and respected the mighty Gonki.”

      I rolled my eyes at the all-too-familiar speech. “You’re insane. Puffed up with delusions of grandeur.”

      “You call this a delusion?” Targin flung out his hand, and another Sandstorm raged momentarily around us, then vanished as suddenly as it had arrived. “I am already the Lord of the Gonki. The power of the Earth Core flows through me and my followers. This is true grandeur, such as the world can only imagine.”

      “Do you really think that Saruqin is going to let you have your way? That after going to all this effort to make a safe space for his cult, he’s going to let you blow it on dreams of conquest? He’s already made one false clan lord, he can easily make another. The moment you step out of line, he’ll cast you aside, just like you cast aside your brother.”

      “You know nothing!” Targin bellowed furiously. “This world will be mine!”

      He charged at me, swinging wildly with his club. I whirled aside, and it shattered a set of shelves.

      I backed off across the room, weapons raised. Targin whirled around, snarled, and rushed at me once more. I sent an Ash Cloud around his head, followed by an acrid-smelling Acidic Cloud. He dispelled both with a roaring Sandstorm, the flecks of sand carrying away my techniques as if they were nothing. 

      I launched a Plank Pillar that shot up beneath one of Targin’s feet and caused him to stumble. Another came at him from the side, and though he smashed it with his club, the impact still sent him reeling.

      I slashed at his armor with the flaming Sundered Heart Sword and sliced away still more of the protective plates. Wherever the flesh was exposed, I stabbed with the freezing prongs of the Depthless Dream. But his flesh became obsidian again, and my weapons slid off. I was leaving scratches and nicks, starting to wear away at him, but none of it was working as a killing tool.

      Targin roared and released a Sandstorm burst that tore at what remained of my Frozen Armor. He charged at me, club swinging. His attacks were becoming ever heavier and crazier as he tried to smash me to a pulp. I kept dodging and weaving out of the way, but despite his chaotic approach, some of them came perilously close to leaving me as a red smear across the walls.

      Each time he missed me, he instead hit a shelf, a wall, or a pile of crates. Splinters flew as the upstart lord turned the abandoned home into a ruin. He became red-faced and sweaty with exertion as he destroyed what should have been part of his realm.

      If I couldn’t slice or stab him, perhaps there was another way. I channeled the power of acid, but instead of making a cloud, I focused the energy until it was no larger than a tennis ball. I shot the glowing green sphere toward Targin, and it splattered over his face before he could use a Sandstorm to dispel it. His skin blistered and peeled as the acidic substance broiled his face. 

      Targin gritted his teeth and let out an anguished growl. His face went black as he channeled Stoneskin once more, turning his head into a strange sculpture of corrupted obsidian. It was only there for a second before it withdrew, but his technique had rid his face of my concentrated acid. 

      He charged at me again, swinging his club with wild abandon. Just as I’d done before, I ducked and weaved out of the way of the blows, concentrating on keeping myself alive while my opponent wore himself out. Whenever I had the chance, I darted in to hit a weak point in his armor and cut a bit more of it away, or lunged at a section of exposed flesh, forcing him to use up Vigor on a section of Stoneskin. He battered away relentlessly, destroying the room around us, and nothing I did seemed to cause him the least pain or distraction. He had become berserk, his whole being consumed with the desire to destroy.

      There was only so much space in the room to work with. I found myself backed into a corner with Targin’s club still swinging wildly in front of me. As he brought it up for another blow, I jabbed with the Depthless Dream and caught the hilt of his weapon between the trident’s prongs. Before Targin could pull free, I sliced with the Sundered Heart. Metal melted, and wood burned as the flaming sword flashed through, and Targin was left holding two halves of a broken club.

      Cursing, Targin flung the pieces aside. He raised his hands and channeled the power of Stoneskin once more, turning his fists into obsidian weapons.

      He punched me, double-fisted, in the chest. It was like being hit by a MAC truck. The force of the blow shattered my Frozen Armor and flung me back, not just into the wooden wall of the pagoda but through it, finishing off planks already weakened by Targin’s furious attacks. The world rushed past in a mass of splinters, and I hit the ground, landing on something softer than expected.

      I groaned, rolled over, and looked at where I’d landed. A fat Hyng’ohr soldier lay on the ground, knocked flat by my arrival. He seemed to be out cold.

      I shook my head as I tried to rid myself of a wave of dizziness and nausea. When I looked up, Targin was standing in the gap he’d created with my body, staring down. A mad gleam flashed in his eyes as he raised his obsidian fists and jumped into the air.

      The upstart Lord of the Gonki hurtled toward me. I flung myself clear, and he hit the ground, fists down. A massive Ground Strike ran out from him in every direction, flinging all the combatants in the area from their feet. The pagoda trembled as the shock wave hit, then creaked alarmingly. The upright post at one corner splintered, and the building came crashing down.

      Targin bared his teeth and stared at me, spittle flecking his lips. He raised his fists again.

      Short on Vigor, I called upon the element that was strongest around me, hoping that would give me enough of a boost to be effective. The air became a whirling fury as I flung a Sandstorm at Targin. It knocked him from his feet, and he fell flat in the sand.

      This was it, the chance I so desperately needed. My whole body trembled, and my nerves tingled with pain as I squeezed the last of the Vigor from me. As Targin started to rise, the sand beneath him became a pool of Mud Entrapment. His legs sank into it, first ankle deep, then knee deep, as I pulled the effect of the technique into a single, focused point beneath him.

      Targin cursed and tried to pull his right leg free. All that did was put more pressure on his left leg, which sank deeper into the ooze.

      I got to my feet and walked unsteadily over to him, sword in hand. The fire had died from the blade, and now, it was just cold, sharp steel. Sometimes, cold, sharp steel was all you needed.

      I thought about all the people Targin had hurt, about those who had died at his hands or his orders. I thought about Choshi, lying sprawled on the sand, her head caved in. I shook with fury as I raised my blade.

      No, Targin wasn’t mine to kill. Ganyir was a broken man because of what his brother had done, and maybe executing him would heal the wounds of his past. 

      “Surrender,” I said as I pointed the Sundered Heart at Targin’s neck. “You’re beaten. But you have to atone for what you’ve done, and it’s not my place to mete out justice. If you keep resisting, you’ll force my hand.”

      Targin looked up at me, and I saw sadness there. The mad fury that had overcome him seemed to fade.

      Then, he looked out across the village to where Ganyir was fighting the remnants of the corrupted clan soldiers. His lips peeled back in a blood-flecked snarl, and he raised his fists for another Ground Strike.

      “I will never surrender!” Targin roared. 

      “So be it,” I said.

      I slid the blade forward, straight through Targin’s throat. Blood pattered down into the mud, then flowed freely as I pulled the sword out. He bent at the waist and slumped face-forward in the sand, his legs still trapped in the quagmire around him.

      Tahlis appeared out of the ground next to me. His blind eyes gazed into the distance as he sniffed the air, then ran a probing hand across the lord’s corpse.

      “Not a dignified way for a would-be-lord to go,” he said. “But then, death is seldom dignified.”

      Across the battleground, the last of the corrupted clan troops fell, his shoulder shattered by a punch from Lord Ganyir. We had beaten the army sent against us and taken out the pretender to the lordship. 

      But at what cost?

      Exhausted as I was, I couldn’t rest yet. I had to check how the initiates were doing. By accepting a role in their training, I had become responsible for bringing them to this point. I needed to make sure that they were all right.

      I walked back toward where the fighting had started. Choshi’s body lay where she had fallen. I rolled her over and brushed the dirt from her cheek. Freckles stood out against skin that had turned deathly pale. Her eyes stared vacantly into the distance.

      I closed her eyes. “You deserved better than this. I’ll make sure that your sacrifice is remembered.”

      None of the other initiates were nearby. Perhaps they hadn’t realized that she was missing yet. This was their first real battle, and it would be easy to get lost in the jubilation of victory. But though I didn’t want to deprive them of that joy, they needed to know the truth about their friend.

      I walked back toward where the battle had started. The bodies were more frequent here, Hyng’ohr soldiers and Augmenters scattered across the ground. The city had taken one hell of a beating fighting on the side of the Unswerving Shadows. I only hoped that those who had died were committed to the cause, not ordinary soldiers sucked in by civic duty. Still, in matters of war, everyone who fought on the other side was an enemy.

      Across the bloodstained ground, I spotted Drek and Onvar. With a heavy heart, I hurried over to them.

      “I have bad—” I began, but the words died in my mouth when I saw the looks on their faces. They were mourning already, their expressions drawn down by grief. Following their gazes, I saw why.

      Elorinelle sat in a pool of blood, her bow abandoned beside her. Her hair fell past her pointed ears and dangled across her face, but I didn’t need to see her eyes to know that she was crying. Her whole body shook with terrible sobs.

      Fig lay on the ground, his head in Elorinelle’s lap. His chest was smashed in, bloody ribs protruding through his robes. One arm lay crushed and limp, while his other hand was tangled in Elorinelle’s hair.

      “Gonna… miss… you…” he gasped, blood flecking his pale lips. Then, his eyes went dull and his hand flopped to the ground.

      I knelt beside him and felt for a pulse. The power of sap had given me healing magic. If there was some life left in him, then perhaps I could keep him alive long enough for Kumi to find some water, to bring on the real healing, to save us all from greater grief.

      But it was too late.

      “Swordslinger!” Tahlis called out.

      I ignored him. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be as important as respecting the fallen and seeing my students through this difficult time.

      “Swordslinger.” Tahlis grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me to face him. “I need you now.”

      “But Fig—”

      “The living need you still.”

      He dragged me to the shade beside one of the houses. Zedal sat slumped against the wall, her legs stretched out in front of her. One was bloody and twisted.

      “You have healing magic, don’t you?” Tahlis said.

      “Yes,” I replied. “But I’m out of Vigor.”

      I drew a knife and cut away the clothing around the injured leg. Zedal gasped at every movement, but she didn’t scream or cry. As in all things, she was determined to master herself here.

      What lay exposed was a terrible mess. Her bones had been fractured from the knee down by a series of mace strikes. Fragments of bone had shredded skin and muscle. Now, blood was streaming out. Tahlis had done his best to stop the bleeding with a tourniquet, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Kumi!” I shouted. “Quickly!”

      She ran over and knelt beside me, peering at the wound. After a moment’s scrutiny, she looked up.

      “Deepest regrets,” she said to Zedal. “We don’t have enough water for me to heal this properly here and now. We can’t seal the wound while keeping your leg, but if we don’t seal it, then you might not make it back to help alive.”

      Zedal closed her eyes. Her forked tongue flicked out to taste the air.

      “Lose the leg,” she said. “It’s no good to me dead.”

      Kumi took my knife. “I’ll do this as quickly and cleanly as I can. Then, I’ll use my water magic to safely seal the stump. Ethan, I need you to hold her still while I cut.” She looked at me and shook her head. “On second thoughts, you look shattered. Tahlis, you hold her. Ethan, go rest.”

      I didn’t resist the order. The battle had exhausted me physically and magically. Now, the aftermath had battered me emotionally. I was shaking for a dozen different reasons. Rest was most definitely needed.

      I walked away from the hasty surgery and found a different shady spot to sit in. I looked out across the broken pagoda and Targin’s body. I thought back to when I’d first seen him, arguing with Mahrai on a rooftop not an hour before. Ours had been a brief but brutal acquaintance.

      Now that I had time to consider it, that rooftop argument took on a new significance. Mahrai had said that she fought only for herself, not for the cause of Targin or the Unswerving Shadows. If that was the case, then maybe she could be drawn away from their side. Perhaps we could save ourselves the effort of fighting her and her golem again, and, in the process, save her from the darkness she had been drawn into. She wasn’t fully corrupt, like so many in Hyng’ohr, and that meant there was hope for her. Her actions showed it as loudly as her words. If she had wanted to walk the Straight Path, she would have stuck around and tried to kill me, as her comrades had done. But she had gotten out of the fray before it even started.

      She wasn’t one of them.

      Movement caught my eye. Ganyir emerged from between the houses and walked slowly over to Targin’s body. He stopped a few feet away and stared down at the bloody, mud-covered corpse.

      Ganyir’s face didn’t even twitch. Years of training to be a lord had their hold on him, suppressing any sight of his feelings. Still, the emotion of the moment was too much for him. His own blood lay dead before him, at the hands of his allies. Men who he had been born to lead lay scattered and broken, many of them killed by him. He sank to his knees and stared unmoving at the face of his brother, caught up in a hidden world of grief.

      I closed my eyes, and sleep took me. I didn’t know if it lasted two seconds or two hours, but the next thing I was aware of was Vesma sitting down beside me. She laid a hand on my arm.

      “You did good,” she said.

      “I wish I could have done more. Chosi and Fig fell in the battle.”

      “They did good too. It was other people’s evil that killed them.”
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      We dug the graves in a patch of ground behind the sand-sunken village. First, we cleared the heaped sand, using earth Augmenting as well as physical labor. Such sand was no good for a burial ground. It was shifting and fickle, too easily blown away by the winds and by time. A final resting place should be exactly that, and so it was only when we hit the rich, solid soil underneath that we started digging the graves.

      Ganyir used his magic to clear spaces for the men and women we had killed, warriors who had once served under his command. He knelt at the place where each grave would be, planted his fist on the ground, and closed his eyes. The earth trembled and then parted, rising up to each side, creating a hole for a body to rest inside. The symmetry of the holes revealed this power as something familiar to Ganyir, an act he had carried out before. This was not his first war and certainly not his first losses.

      The initiates insisted on digging Fig and Choshi’s graves themselves. They found shovels in the back of one of the houses, a little rusty but still serviceable, and set to work. Drek dug with the skill and certainty inherent to his dwarven people, Onvar with fastidious earnestness. Elorinelle, the one least acclimatized to this sort of labor, worked until the sweat poured from her brow. Only Zedal, one leg missing below the knee, sat off to one side and watched, her scaled face twitching in frustration. She wouldn’t let her changed body hold her back for long; I was sure of that. One way or another, impatience would soon drive her to find a way back onto her feet and into action, and I feared for anyone— friend or enemy—who stood in the way of that mission.

      While they worked, I helped bring up the corpses of the enemy soldiers. These faces meant nothing to me, which made it easier to deal with than my own losses. But I couldn’t help remembering that some of them were dead at my hands. The path I had chosen had consequences, and for some people, they were terrible.

      Still, I knew I’d done the right thing. Their deaths would serve as lessons to anyone who allied themselves with a cult.

      One by one, we lowered the bodies into the graves and covered them over. Their armor and weapons went in with them.

      “We don’t need those,” Talis explained. “But they might need them in the next life.”

      Everyone gathered around to help with Choshi and Fig. We hadn’t been careless in burying our enemies, but with these two, there was an extra degree of care. Their friends laid them out in the dirt, arms folded across their chests, weapons by their sides. Elorinelle placed a pouch full of dates in Fig’s hands, “for the journey.” Onvar reached into Choshi’s pocket, pulled out a leather string carrying a simple amber bead wound around with blond hair, and placed it between her fingers.

      “It was her brother’s,” he explained. “He died fighting the cult when they first came to Gonki.”

      While the rest of us filled the graves, Zedal sat scratching symbols into round stones that Elorinelle had gathered. Each symbol was the same—a large ring with three smaller semicircles protruding around the circumference, and in the center, a pictogram for the name of the deceased. Ganyir knew the names of half the dead soldiers, and for the rest, Zedal left that central point blank.

      I spotted an outer symbol on one of the stones. “What is that?” I asked. 

      “It’s the sign for the Earth Spirit,” Zedal explained. “When we are born, we come from her, and she takes us back into her arms when we die. Her sign marks the great changing points in our lives: birth, marriage, death.”

      The stones were laid at the heads of the graves, then we gathered in front of them. Zedal used her staff as a crutch to stand alongside the rest of us, though the strain of staying upright was clearly taking its toll.

      Ganyir faced us across the graves. “We come together in loss.” His voice boomed out like that of an old-time preacher. “To mourn the fallen and to remember what they meant to us. To recognize that, though they are passing from this cycle of their lives, they will go on. As we are lost into the embrace of the Earth Spirit, so we are reborn from her. Our lives are both a gift briefly shared and a burden briefly carried, but our spirits are eternal, just as the earth is.”

      Everyone remained silent as Ganyir fixed his eyes on each of them. His spirit had definitely lifted since we’d last spoken, and there was something of a resoluteness in him, the vestiges of an immovable mountain showing through. 

      “We endure,” he continued. “The Spirit endures. Gonki endures. Though we face times of trial, we emerge stronger from them. And though we suffer losses, we find joy in remembering who our friends once were.”

      Tahlis stepped forward and began to sing. To my surprise, his voice rang out pure and beautiful across that newly hallowed ground. Others joined in, their voices spiraling around each other in harmony. Only my fellow travelers and I, outsiders to this land and its customs, stood silent as we listened to the words of the Gonki.

      It was clearly a song they all knew well, and judging by its archaic phrasing, an ancient one. It wasn’t a straightforward song of praise, though it was all about the Earth Spirit. Instead, it told a story of the Spirit’s past. In the story, the Spirit worked with others to forge the world and make it safe for the people they put into it. The spirits were kindred, brothers and sisters born of something ancient and powerful. Together, they shaped the world and made it good, driving out corrupting influences that threatened peace and tranquility.

      But then came a change in the song, a shift from the high and trembling notes of that happy time to something deeper in which the singers’ voices played discordant parts. Some of the Earth Spirit’s kin betrayed her, jealous of her power and wisdom. They sealed her in a great weapon, a two-handed sword larger and mightier than all others, and named it Forgotten Memory before they sealed the sword away.

      The song came back around again, gaining a new harmony and deep resonance, and I expected it to become the story of the Spirit’s escape, but instead, something else emerged, and I finally understood why this was a funeral song. The Spirit remained buried in the sword, just as the dead remained buried in the earth. But like them, her presence remained with the living, guiding and inspiring them. Though she was not among her people in body, the Spirit remained in their hearts. And so, too, the dead lived on.

      I thought about the few days I had spent with Choshi and Fig. Though the time had been short, it had been memorable, and I would miss them. The memories of our time lived in me, just as the song said. I wiped a tear from my eye and saw that others were doing the same.

      The song ended, and Tahlis took a step back.

      “This isn’t over,” Ganyir said, his tone stern. “All these deaths stain the hands of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows, and none of us will forget that. For too long, we have let them dominate the province. I gave up the responsibility I was born to and let that rot fester in our midst. But we can do better. We should do better. We will do better.”

      Everyone nodded before Ganyir continued.

      “The Swordslinger has provided the catalyst for a change we did not bring for ourselves. His example has moved us to action against the cult. Now, we must follow his lead.”

      I shifted uncomfortably where I stood. It was true that I had helped inspire them to fight back, but I was also the one who had caused the Unswerving Shadows to go on the offensive. Without my arrival, they might never have sent out an army to hunt down me and any others who were planning to oppose them. Without me, the blood of the sand-sunken village might not be stained red.

      But then, that wouldn’t have stopped blood being spilled in the streets of Hyng’ohr, would it? The brother whose token Choshi had carried had died long before I arrived. If it took bloodshed now to save innocent lives in the future and to set a people free from tyranny, then so be it.

      Ganyir knelt at the head of the last grave he had filled in. Instead of a stone, it had a steel gauntlet to mark who lay there. Inscribed in the back of the gauntlet, surrounded by the Earth Spirit’s symbol, was the pictogram for Targin’s name.

      “I failed you when I allowed this cult to poison our province,” Ganyir said to his lost brother. “To poison your mind and turn you against me. I cannot undo that failure, but I can mend what remains.”

      “There is only one way forward,” Tahlis said. “We must destroy Saruqin and his Cult of Unswerving Shadows. We must retake the city from them, one piece at a time if we have to. Today, we mourn our fellows’ passing, but one day, we will celebrate the victory they helped win.”

      With the funerals over, Ganyir and Tahlis headed back into the village to gather supplies left by the defeated army. Kegohr, Vesma, and Kumi went to help. But the initiates seemed unable to draw themselves away from the graveside.

      I went to stand with them, and as I approached, they looked up with the same awe they had shown me during our time training together. Despite the hardship I had brought them into, that unsettling veneration remained. I might not be comfortable with it, but perhaps I could use it to help soothe them.

      “You did well today. All of you. You fought with skill and courage, which isn’t easy the first time you’re in a battle. Hell, it isn’t easy any time. This must have been frightening, but you overcame your fears, and you went to work. You were ready to get behind more powerful Augmenters, to provide serious support against stronger and more dangerous opponents. You played an invaluable part in dealing a serious blow to the Cult and its corrupted followers. You should all be proud.”

      They looked at each other and smiled, but one by one, their gazes fell sadly to the graves.

      “Be proud of Choshi and Fig too,” I continued. “I saw them in action, and they showed that same courage, skill, and determination. It’s a tragedy that they died, but their deaths won’t be in vain. They died striking a blow for freedom, a blow against cruelty and tyranny. They died helping set others free. And by the time this is done, their deaths will be avenged.”

      “Thank you,” Elorinelle said as tears ran down her cheeks. “I needed to hear that.”

      “Aye.” Drek rubbed at his eye. “Me too.”

      I headed into the village, leaving them to take a last few moments with their lost friends.

      “That was beautifully done,” Yono said. “You have a gift for more than action.”

      “You sell our master short,” Nydarth added. 

      I allowed their voices to fall to whispers. 

      In the village, the others had gathered together piles of supplies left behind by the scattered army. Some were obvious military materials, like arrows, swords, and spare links for fixing chainmail. There was also a lot of food, enough to have fed the army for a short campaign to drive us out of the Sunstone Temple.

      “Looks like we’re set for a while.” Tahlis rummaged through sacks of fruit and vegetables. “Fresh apples! How do you like that? We’re going to eat like pigs tonight.”

      “Are they ready to go?” Ganyir nodded toward the initiates.

      “Almost,” I said. “Just give them a few more minutes.”

      Sure enough, the initiates embraced each other, then walked slowly over to join us.

      “What can we carry?” Zedal asked.

      “You?” Tahlis asked. “Nothing. You need to concentrate on getting about with half a leg.”

      “I am getting about. I don’t need you telling me what I can’t do.”

      “Yes, you do. Because you’re the sort of pig-headed warrior who will try to push yourself hard at every opportunity, and that can be great for completing chores or training or studying, but when it comes to recovering from injury, it’s completely backward. Your body needs as little strain as it can stand.” Tahlis chuckled to himself at the barely veiled meaning of his words.

      “And how would you know that? I don’t see you using a crutch.”

      Tahlis pulled his robes open all the way down to his waist, revealing his scaled chest and stomach. A scar ran from his collarbone down to his navel, a dark and puckered stretch of skin where no scales grew.

      “That’s how I know,” he said. “Because if I’d had the sense to listen to a physician, I might have got back the strength I lost there, and I’d look a lot better naked. That might not matter to virginal initiates like yourselves, but past a certain age, these things matter.”

      Zedal looked at her guildmaster’s chest, then down at the stump of her leg. “Fine. But I’ll be carrying things soon.”

      “Oh, yes, you will. There’s no shirking chores in my guild, not even for crippled heroes of the liberated province. So, focus on getting better so that you can get on with doing my will.”

      “Yes, Master,” she said with a laugh.

      The rest of us picked up sacks and satchels of goods, then headed across the dunes into the foothills and up the stairs to the temple. Ganyir led the way, the day’s exertions taking nothing out of his purposeful stride. I walked with him, eager not just to set an example to the initiates but to talk with the Lord of the Gonki about things I had seen and heard.

      “That song about the Earth Spirit,” I said. “Is the story literally true, or is it a fable, something to help understand what the spirit represents?”

      “I’m no priest,” Ganyir said. “If you want something other than simple acceptance of simple facts, find someone more complicated.”

      “Then I’ll ask a simpler question. Is the Forgotten Memory sword still around?”

      Ganyir shook his head. “It’s been lost for a long time. Longer than any reliable records go back. In my youth, I had high hopes of finding it one day. So did Targin. It was one of those childhood dreams, how we’d find it and be like heroes out of legend. Like Swordslingers.”

      “Did you find any clues to where it might be?”

      “There are no clues. If that sword did exist, it’s long gone to the ages.”

      We walked on in silence while I contemplated this. The song had me wondering about what other spirit weapons were out there in the world, waiting to be found. But of course, if they were out there, then other people would have been looking for them. There couldn’t be many that remained hidden, and those that did would be incredibly hard to find.

      “Why are you so interested in the legend?” Ganyir asked.

      “Because I already have two weapons with spirits trapped inside them,” I said. “Those Immense Blades have been incredibly helpful to me in mastering the different elements. I was hoping I might find something like that for earth.”

      “Careful what you wish for, Swordslinger. Spirits can be as much trouble as help, no matter what the legends say.”

      We soon arrived at the top of the stairs. We carried the supplies into the temple and up to the kitchens above the main chapel. Tahlis took charge of where things were put away, while Kumi starting making plans for a meal, then setting members of our band to work carrying those plans out.

      The grim reality of the day faded as we settled into the comforting routines of cooking. Washing and chopping vegetables, preparing meat, mixing marinades; it was all simple yet distracting, a focus for body and for mind. I sliced carrots and peppers alongside Zedal to the sound of oil hissing as Kumi fried bean curd behind us.

      Zedal pushed away a bowl of shredded greens.“What next?” 

      “Crush the garlic, please,” Kumi said.

      “Okay, but that’s not what I meant.” Zedal started peeling garlic cloves, but her attention was on me. “I meant what now in our struggle against the cult?”

      Around the room, eyes turned to me. For my part, I looked over at Ganyir, who stood to one side, looking lost amid the domestic activity. As the son and heir of a great lord, he probably hadn’t needed to cook for himself growing up, or ever been part of making a meal that wasn’t roasting meat over a fire in the camp of a campaigning army. All the bustle of preparation, into which the rest of us fell with ease and varying levels of skill, was alien to him.

      That was fine. I didn’t need him to be a chef right now, I needed him to be a general.

      “The army we defeated today,” I said. “Was that a large part of what they have?”

      “Large enough,” Ganyir said. “It will be a significant setback, enough to throw them into retreat, for a while at least.”

      “They’ll be vulnerable?”

      “Potentially, yes. But they have the fortress on their side.”

      “Tahlis mentioned the fortress, and I think we saw it when we first arrived. Is that where the army is based, or the guild, or both?”

      “The fortress is the safest place in Gonki, our last bastion in times of trouble. When our lands have been invaded or overrun by monsters, we could always retreat there for safety. It was how the clan survived many of its darkest hours.”

      “And when it’s not providing a refuge?”

      “Sometimes a barracks, sometimes a prison, often both. There are cells in the darkness below, and rooms where an army can rest for a while in the fortress itself.”

      “Is that where we’ll find Saruqin?”

      “Probably not. The province is run from the city, so that’s where he’ll need to be.”

      I turned this over in my mind. Tahlis’ talk of uniforms and the fortress had sown a seed in my mind, but I wasn’t sure what I was doing with it yet.

      “Did any of the army get away?” I asked.

      “No,” Tahlis said. “They were committed to their cause, right to the end.”

      “So, the people in the fortress and the city won’t know what happened yet?”

      “That depends upon who Mahrai talks to and what she says,” Tahlis said.

      “Except that Mahrai didn’t stick around for the fight,” I said. “As far as she knows, we were outnumbered and about to be slaughtered.”

      “Now, that’s something we can use,” Ganyir said.

      The conversation moved on to practicalities of cooking and setting the table. Soon, we had great heaps of food in front of us: stir-fried vegetables, piles of noodles, strips of spiced meat, and bean curd. Ganyir led us in a brief prayer to the Earth Spirit before we set to eating.

      It had been one of those days when action kept me from realizing how hungry I was, and it was only as I filled my bowl that I felt the desperate rumbling of my stomach. My mouth watered so hard, I was almost drooling as I got the first of the food into my mouth.

      Everyone else clearly felt the same, as the table fell silent for a good five minutes while we plowed through our meals. As people reached for seconds, the frantic pace slowed, and we started talking again. Tahlis told a story about when he’d first joined the Steadfast Horn Guild after living for years alone in the desert. As a teacher, he had been expected to set an example, but he hadn’t known about the manners expected of senior guild members at meals. He’d eaten a special dish intended for the guildmaster, poured savory sauce over his dessert, and shocked the other teachers by throwing a fish ball to get someone’s attention. The staff had been appalled, the students delighted, and it had set the tone for his time in the guild.

      The end of the story was accompanied by laughter and smiles. People turned to each other and shared stories about things that had happened to them during training. It became just one more meal with friends.

      I got up to fetch a jug of water and used my return as an excuse to reposition myself so that I sat between Ganyir and Tahlis.

      “We need to talk plans,” I said quietly, not wanting to disrupt the convivial atmosphere.

      Ganyir’s expression was always serious, while Tahlis’s was always flippant, and so, they showed no sign to the room that we weren’t still relaxing with the rest.

      “I assume you have something?” Tahlis said. “Or is the mighty Swordslinger going to rely on us mere mortals?”

      “I have a plan,” I said. “Let me know if you think it will work.”

      “Let’s hear it,” Ganyir said.

      “The priests of the Unswerving Shadows will be expecting the army to return with good news. The last they knew, that force was preparing to attack us here in the temple, and it could easily have taken days for them to win. They won’t know that anything is amiss yet.”

      “What do you propose, then?” Tahlis asked, serious for once.

      “We make the most of that,” I replied. “We have many uniforms of city guardsmen just lying out there on the battlefield. Most will be bloodied or scorched, but I’m sure we can piece together a few items that will make us look the part. We go to the fortress in those uniforms and say that we’re returning with news. That will get us inside the fortress and let us take control of it. That will provide somewhere safe for people from Hyng’ohr City to flee to, people like our initiates who don’t like the current regime but are struggling to find the strength to fight back. By taking the fortress, we’ll not only give them a place to gather, but we’ll also show that it’s possible to defeat the cult. Once people gather around us, we’ll be in a stronger position to retake the city.”

      “You have a good grasp of strategy for one so young,” Ganyir said. 

      Tahlis chuckled. “Clearly ‘Ethan’ is just a foreign word for Swordslinger and master tactician. Definitely not knifeslinger though; look at the mess you made of chopping these vegetables! If our enemies were carrots, we would all be doomed.”

      He picked up a slice of vegetable between his chopsticks and marched it between our bowls, making growling noises.

      “The Carrot Cult is coming for you!” he declared to laughter from around the table. “Behold the rising of the Eggplant Empire!”

      While Kegohr and Drek led an argument over which vegetables would win in a fight, I finished off my meal. There was no need to involve everyone in the planning tonight. A night off from war would be good for all of them.

      When the meal was over and the dishes done, I returned to the cell where I’d slept two nights before. I placed my weapons in the corner, cast off my clothes, collapsed exhausted into the small bed, and pulled the sheets up over me.

      Soon, I was lost in dreams. I found myself standing on a sun-drenched balcony looking out over a perfect blue sea beyond the desert. I was wearing loose silk pants, and the sunlight warmed my bare chest. I took a deep breath and smiled contentedly.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” said the low, murmuring voice of Yono, the spirit of the Depthless Dream Trident.

      I turned and saw her standing in the doorway. It was the first time she had shown her physical form to me. She was breathtaking, a perfect pale-skinned figure clad only in a white and blue silk shift that was split down to the navel at her front and up to her hips at the sides. Long, black hair ran down her shoulders almost to her waist. She looked at me with deep, liquid aquamarine eyes and licked her coral lips.

      She walked slowly toward me, hips swaying. The silk was so thin that I could make out the silhouette of her legs, the curve of her breasts, and the dark disks of her nipples.

      “I’ve enjoyed feeling your hands around me,” she said in a voice that made me stiffen in excitement. “I wanted to feel that again.”

      She reached behind her neck and untied the back of her shift. It fell to the floor, revealing her naked glory, glowing in the warmth of the sunlight. Then, she put a hand behind my head and drew me into a kiss.

      My skin flushed, and my heart raced at the touch of her, at the feel of our tongues darting around each other and our bodies pressed together. I ran my hands down her sides and up her back, and she moaned in delight.

      Yono’s hands wove around my chest, down my back, and pulled me in close. Slender fingers unfastened my pants before letting them drop to the floor. She took hold of me, gently but firmly, and I gasped at the pleasure of her touch.

      “You wrap your hands around the shaft of my weapon every day,” she said. “It seemed only fair to return the favor.”

      Her hand slid up and down, setting my nerves tingling. I brought my own hands around, cupped her breasts, and then slid on down across her smooth belly and to the wetness between her legs. We kissed, deeply and passionately, our bodies stirring as our spirits soared.

      Yono turned and sat herself on the edge of the balcony, her perfect ass resting on the marble rail. She drew me near, and I put my arms around her, steadying her above the precipitous drop, gazing at the beauty of this sexy sea spirit against the background of the ocean that was her own. She wrapped her legs around mine and pulled me close. We both gasped, and she shuddered in excitement as I slid inside her.

      We moved against each other, slow and steady at first, like waves rolling up a beach on a summer day. As our pleasure grew, I kissed her on the lips, on the neck, and down across her breasts. She leaned back, her hair flying out in the breeze, her back arching, as her body joined with mine. The sunlight shone across her curves.

      She drew me in tighter, harder. I took the pertness of her ass in my hands and pulled her against me. Our pace quickened, rising like the sea in a storm. Our waves of pleasure mounted, and her cries of wild delight soared across the sea as we crashed into each other again and again and again until I could barely hold my excitement in anymore.

      Yono, her mouth hanging open and her eyes wide with delight, wrapped her arms around me and pulled herself close. Her skin slid across mine and her breasts pressed against my chest as she clasped me close, kissing my shoulders and neck even as she gasped for breath.

      At last, the touch of her beauty overcame me. I gave one last, glorious shudder, and lost myself in pleasure.
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      We gathered in the temple’s main chapel. The ancient gods of the Gonki Valley looked down upon us from their pedestals with cold, impassive eyes. I felt as though I was being judged for my part in what had happened so far in the valley and what was still to come. It seemed clear that these gods had assessed every one of us and found us wanting.

      This was our chance to redeem ourselves, in our own eyes as well as theirs. For me, it meant making up for the losses we had suffered and becoming stronger so that no one who fought alongside me would die again. For Tahlis, it meant retaking control of his guild, reasserting his dominance over followers whom he had not been able to control before. But for Ganyir it meant so much more.

      The significance of the moment showed in the lord’s every movement. He paced slowly at the front of the temple, his head bowed in resignation as much as prayer. His steps were methodical, his movements slow, as if weighed down by a great burden that threatened to overbalance him if he made one false move. His gaze was cast constantly down, watching the worn stone beneath his feet. His gauntleted hands were clasped together.

      “Here, my Lord.” Tahlis handed Ganyir the largest of the robes we’d taken from the defeated army. It had been made for one of the larger members of the Steadfast Horn Guild, making it just large enough to fit over not just Ganyir’s bulky frame but the armor he now wore at all times. It would be a tighter fit than the robes were meant for, but as long as no one looked too closely, and as long as he kept his hood up, the Lord of the Gonki should be able to pass as just one more Augmenter.

      The rest of us were also putting on robes. We’d had to pick through the ones we’d captured, abandoning the most bloodstained or the ones scorched by fire techniques. Drek had tried washing some of them, but Tahlis didn’t have good soap or laundry tubs in his temple, and the blood was thoroughly soaked in. In the end, the dwarf had reluctantly given up on his task and accepted a set of robes too long for him with a few blood spatters on the back, small enough that they should go unnoticed until we got up close.

      The distinctive sound of a whetstone running over steel rang out through the temple as Onvar and Vesma sharpened their blades. Elorinelle checked the fletchings of her arrows and the fastenings of their heads, then looked down each one in turn to make sure that the shaft hadn’t warped. Kegohr’s mace didn’t need much tending to, so he instead practiced martial arts, turning theoretical strikes into muscle memory.

      There was no point in me tending to my weapons. The magical power of the Sundered Heart Sword and the Depthless Dream Trident meant that they kept themselves. Both were wickedly sharp and ready for a fight. My spirit weapons were as much companions as they were tools. The memory of Yono’s visit from the night before lingered, but it almost seemed like a dream. She wasn’t present in the morning, and she merely sighed when I tried to talk to her within the trident.

      “Of all of us, I didn’t expect to see the Swordslinger sitting idle,” Tahlis said with an exaggerated shake of his head. “Shocking behavior from our fearless leader.”

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      “Really? Then what do you call this?”

      Tahlis prodded my chest. I looked down, expecting to see something wrong with my robes. Instead, I got the flash of his yellow scaled hand rising up to slap me.

      “Ha! Got you!” Tahlis said. “If you were really ready, you wouldn’t get caught off-guard by a poor old lizard man.”

      “And if you had any dignity, you wouldn’t be trying cheap tricks like that.”

      “Dignity is overrated. It doesn’t help you win.”

      Tahlis walked past me along the line of initiates and allies. I sent a sliver of Frozen Armor running down my leg, through my feet, and along the stone floor. The lizardman didn’t see it coming, and he slipped before promptly falling on his ass. 

      I walked over to him and helped him up. “Good thing you don’t have any dignity, because you’d have lost it all by tripping over your own feet.”

      “My own feet!” Tahlis looked exasperated before he looked at the melting ice at his feet. “My, my, you are a devious one, Swordslinger.”

      I shrugged. “And you’re a cooky one.” I smiled at him as he whirled around in a huff and went to examine the initiates.

      “Very good, Elorinelle,” he said as he sniffed the air in front of her. “You’re almost ugly enough to be an Unswerving Shadows guard.”

      “Thank you, Master,” she said. “I think.”

      “And what’s this?” He stopped in front of Onvar. “You’ve got the belt backward!”

      “You’re obviously blind, Master, because my belt is the right way around.” Onvar looked up from his sword. “You’ll have to do better than that to find a mistake I’ve made.”

      “That’s the problem. You’re just too meticulous. It’s not fair on our opponents.”

      “Fairness is overrated. It doesn’t help you win.”

      “Someone is learning!” Tahlis slapped Onvar on the shoulder and carried on his way.

      A mixture of sharp clacks and soft footsteps came down the stairs. Zedal emerged, one hand holding a crutch that Elorinelle had carved for her, the other carrying a sword. She was wearing one of the looted uniforms.

      “I’m ready,” she announced. “What about the rest of you?”

      I looked at Tahlis, who frowned, then brightened.

      “Just the initiate I was looking for,” he said. “I have a very important job for you, guarding the temple while we are away.”

      Zedal glared at him. “Don’t give me that bullshit,” she hissed. “The temple doesn’t need guarding. Either we win and take the fortress or we lose and die. Either way, there’s no point keeping this place safe.”

      “Fine. You can’t come because you still need to recover. Happy now?”

      “I’ve got this.” She waggled the crutch. “And this.” She held up the sword. “I can fight, and you need every warrior you can get.”

      I stepped forward to join the conversation. “I get that you’re frustrated. I would be too. But you can’t come for two good reasons. First, like Tahlis says, you need to recover. Even if we win today, it will take years to replant the valley and rebuild the guild. Once you’ve had time to regain your strength and properly learn to fight as you now are, you’ll be a huge asset. But you’re too weak now, and we would be throwing away huge potential for little benefit.”

      Zedal frowned at me, but it was clear I was getting through.

      “Second, it’s a matter of speed,” I continued. “We need to get into the fortress before the cult realizes that they’ve lost their army. If you come with us right now, it will take twice as long to cross the valley, and we might miss our chance. Eat, rest, recover, even start training to fight on that crutch. There are better ways for you to spend today than coming with us.”

      Zedal sank onto the bottom stair, her remaining leg stretched out in front of her. She glared at the stump. “Fine,” she muttered. “Just don’t get yourselves killed.”

      Soon after, we headed out of the temple and down the mountain stairs to the valley below. Ganyir and I led the way, followed by Kegohr and Tahlis, then the initiates. Vesma and Kumi brought up the rear. Everybody had a small pack of supplies and their weapons. Everything else was left behind. We couldn’t waste effort on anything that wasn’t vital to our mission.

      As we walked, Ganyir told me more about the fortress we were heading for.

      “That place dates back to the early days of the Gonki,” he said. “Before we became a force to make the world tremble. In those days, our valley sometimes came under attack, and there had been terrible losses when Hyng’ohr fell to barbarians. Great storms were also common in the valley, storms that could tear apart ordinary houses.

      “The fortress was constructed as a defense against both of those threats. The walls were built sturdy so that the people of the valley could retreat behind them and be safe both from the weapons of the enemy and from the wild winds of nature. They withstood the battering of siege engines and of tornadoes, while our ancestors sat safely inside.

      “When we became more powerful, its use started to change. It wasn’t needed as a shelter any more. Instead, it became a barracks, a prison, even a bastion for the valley’s less popular rulers. Whoever holds it holds power in the valley.”

      “Then won’t the Cult of Unswerving Shadows have based themselves there?” I asked. “They can always travel into Hyng’ohr when they need to.”

      “As I said before, the valley is controlled from the fortress, but it is more easily managed from the city. And besides, the fortress is cramped and uncomfortable by comparison with the City Palace. I would bet much of my life’s blood that Saruqin and his favorites are living in luxury rather than bunkering down in the side of a mountain.”

      From the bottom of the mountain stairs, we headed off-road to travel directly toward the fortress. Given the barren nature of the valley, there was little to block our way—no crops we might have trampled or fenced enclosures to keep in animals. Our route was almost a straight line, with only brief detours to circumvent rocky outcrops or patches of particularly treacherous and shifting sand. The biggest obstacle was the dried-up river bed, and we were well used to crossing that by now.

      By the middle of the day, we were approaching the fortress up a dusty and rock-lined road. It was a colossal stone building fixed into the mountainside above Hyng’ohr City. Parts of it seemed to have been carved directly from the raw, yellow-gray rock, while others were built from carefully cut stone. High walls were dotted with cylindrical, dome-topped towers. Crenelated battlements ran around the bases of those domes and along the tops of the walls, providing protection for anyone defending the fortress. Narrow arched windows looked down from the walls, offering more vantage points to shoot from or to drop rocks on anyone who tried to storm the place.

      A road ran down the mountainside from the palace to the city. We stopped just before our path intersected with it.

      “I will scout ahead,” Tahlis said. “To see how busy the fortress is and how watchful its guards appear.”

      “I could help, Master,” Elorinelle said. Her eyes flitted between the guildmaster and the fearsome fortification up ahead. “I have a keen eye.”

      “I know you do,” Tahlis said. “But scouting is about where you can get, not just what you can see.”

      “I know I’m not as slim as some of the other girls,” Elorinelle said, “but I’m still nimble.”

      She looked away from the guildmaster, biting her lip.

      “I understand.” Tahlis laid a hand gently on her shoulder. “And in other circumstances, you would be a great asset. But can you do this?”

      The ground opened beneath him, and he disappeared into the dirt. A moment later, he reappeared on the far side of a heap of rocks.

      “No, Master,” Elorinelle admitted. “Not yet.”

      “Then I’ll do this one alone. And when this is over, we’ll talk about training you in more techniques.”

      He scurried off up the road, leaving us to wait.

      We took the opportunity to rest our weary legs, eat, and take on water. The whole time, I kept my eye on the road from the city to the fortress, watching out in case of trouble. The road led into a gateway at the rear of the city, not as grand as the one where we’d fought the golem but large enough to let laden wagons in and out.

      “That’s the Pathway Gate,” Ganyir said. “Because it faces away from the docks, it’s never needed to cope with as much traffic as the Main City Gate. Not that there’s much going through there right now.”

      “It will get better,” I said. “Growth and trade will return once you’re in charge again.”

      “I hope so. But I made some terrible mistakes. What’s to stop me from making them again?”

      “You know you made them. That’s half the battle.” I paused before considering my next words. “Besides, if you fuck up, then I’ll have to come back and kick your ass.”

      Ganyir glared at me before almost breaking into a smile. Still, he could hardly hide his mirth because the crow’s feet around his eyes pinched together. “You are a brave one, Swordslinger. I wouldn’t want to earn your ire.”

      After an hour, Tahlis reappeared, erupting out of the road just in front of a startled Onvar. The guildmaster laughed at his student’s discomfort, then gathered us around.

      “The fortress is operated by a skeleton staff,” he said. “Most of what’s left of the army must be down in the city. If we can get past the gates, then we should be able to take control.”

      “Let’s get to it,” I said. “Tahlis, you and Ganyir shouldn’t be at the front; there’s too much risk that someone will recognize you. I know that you’re used to leading, not following, but you should be at the back with your hoods firmly up, at least until the gate is open.”

      We formed into something resembling a military column, with Vesma, Kumi, and I at the front. Ours weren’t faces people in the fortress had seen before, so we could pretend to be Gonki soldiers without someone realizing we were from the other side. Kegohr was too conspicuous, with his tusks and gray skin, so he joined the heavily hooded contingent at the back, while the initiates filled the space in between.

      We marched up the road, weapons sheathed or resting on our shoulders. Kumi whistled as we went, a tune that rolled with the rhythm of the sea, and we used it to keep pace. Soon, we stood in front of the fortress’ main gates.

      “Who goes there?” A man in a guard’s uniform leaned out of a window above the gates. Bags hung under his eyes, and he yawned widely as he looked down at us.

      “We’ve come from the village,” I said. “The fighting is over. Everyone else has returned to the city.”

      “You got those traitors?” the guard asked.

      “Me?” I said. “I wish! Reckon they’d have made me a lord if I could do that.”

      “All right, smart ass,” the guard said. “You know what I mean. Did the cult win?”

      “Of course we did. Lord Targin’s got quite a haul of prisoners, not to mention some heads that’ll be going on pikes. One or two of the rebels might have got away, but things never go as smoothly as the commanders predict, do they?”

      “Damn right. So, what are you lot doing back here?”

      “Been sent to relieve the watch. Which I guess means you get to go rest.”

      “Thank the gods for that. You took your sweet time getting here.”

      “Couldn’t come before the battle was won.”

      “That should have been yesterday.”

      “You mean because that’s what the commanders predicted?”

      The guard laughed bitterly, then looked back along the line. His gaze fell on Kegohr, whose face was hidden by his hood but whose bulk still made him stand out amid the initiates. Past him, Ganyir was equally imposing.

      “Couple of big guys you’ve got there,” the guard said. “Surprised they’ve sent them back for this instead of keeping them to help tear down the temple.”

      “You mean Toji and Gronk?” I said, quickly thinking about excuses. “They’re not the brightest lads; both managed to hurt themselves in the fight. Our captain sent them back in case they did something stupid in front of his Lordship.”

      “Leg hurt bad,” Kegohr said in a deep growl. “Toji need to practice club more.”

      The guard laughed again, a vicious rather than a joyful sound.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll come on down and open the gates.”

      He disappeared from view. I looked back across my band of friends and allies, checking that they were ready for whatever happened next. The further in we got without drawing attention, the easier this was likely to be. Everyone looked ready, with eyes alert and hands gripping their weapons. Ganyir looked particularly tense, his jaw clenched and eyes narrowed.

      Chains rattled, and wood creaked somewhere inside the gatehouse. The gates, great slabs of ancient oak bound together in iron, swung slowly back to reveal the portal beyond. A cluster of figures stood in the sunlit courtyard at the far side of the gatehouse, watching us. They must have been the guards we had been sent to relieve, or perhaps simply cult members who had been passing through on their way to other parts of the fortress and wanted to hear about the battle.

      We walked down the short length of tunnel that was the gateway, our footsteps echoing back to us from the stone walls. Dark, narrow apertures were set in the ceiling above, holes through which rocks or boiling oil could be dropped on any intruders who fought their way through the gate. The lack of projectiles showed that our story had really worked.

      At the far side of the gateway, the guard who had challenged us was waiting alongside half a dozen of his comrades. More looked out at us from windows and doorways. They wore the robes of guildsmen and city guards, yellows and browns with baggy pants and closely fitted turbans. On the left breast, each wore a triangle of black cloth, stitched on with varying degrees of skill. I realized that I had seen it on the robes of some of the soldiers we had fought, but not on any of the robes we had managed to salvage.

      As we emerged back into daylight, swift footsteps came up behind me. Ganyir pushed past between me and Kumi and walked up to the guard.

      “What is this?” He tugged at the corner of the black triangle on the man’s chest.

      My stomach sank. I had hoped to get deeper into the fortress before any kind of confrontation took place. That was clearly not going to happen.

      I shifted my feet into a fighting stance, trying not to be too obvious about the movement.

      The guard looked down at the gauntleted fingers that held his symbolic scrap of fabric like it was an insect in need of crushing.

      “It’s the symbol of the Unswerving Shadows,” the guard said. “Like we were told to sew on yesterday.” He looked around at us. “Haven’t any of you done it yet?”

      I muttered a curse under my breath.

      The guard looked back at Ganyir’s hand. “Who are you, anyway? I don’t remember seeing you around before.”

      Ganyir pushed his hood back, revealing eyes that shone with fury. “Recognize me now?” he asked.

      The guard’s mouth hung open. Others took longer to respond, but when they did, there were gasps and shuffling feet. I wanted to grab Ganyir and knock some fucking sense into him, but doing so would only further blow our cover. I shouldn’t have expected the lord would be able to keep his cool when surrounded by traitors. 

      “How dare you bear this filth into our ancient citadel?” Ganyir ripped the black triangle off the man’s robes and flung it on the floor. “This is meant to be our safe haven, and you have brought in the blight that threatens our whole land. You cower behind the walls your ancestors built even as you bow down to those bringing their land to waste.”

      I could say this much for the guard: he wasn’t a coward. He looked his lord straight in the eyes and took a step back.

      “The Straight Path is the righteous path,” he said. “We will burn out the weakness that you have allowed to fester, and we will restore Gonki to its former glory. The provinces of the empire will fear the Granite Legions once more.”

      He drew a two-handed mace with impressive speed but not as impressive as Ganyir. The Lord of the Gonki caught the haft of the soldier’s weapon as it came down and held it there, a foot from his head, while the guard futilely pressed with all his strength.

      Some of the other warriors were drawing their weapons, but many looked uncertain.

      “Get in here, you idiots!” the gate guard shouted.

      “That’s Lord Gonki!” one of them replied. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Targin is Lord Gonki,” the gate guard said.

      “Targin is dead,” Ganyir replied. He placed his other hand on the haft of the mace and started to twist.

      “Even if that’s true, Saruqin lives,” the guard called out. “And what will he do to you if you fail the cult now?”

      That made up their minds. The wavering warriors drew their weapons and charged.

      The closest had stood with the guard from the beginning, and they immediately attacked members of my little band. But others were coming in, and if I wanted to avoid them outnumbering us, I needed to do something to stop them.

      I sank to one knee and slammed my fist into the packed dirt of the courtyard while I channeled Vigor along my earth pathways. The magic flowed through me and exploded into the ground, where it became a rippling wave of dirt and rock. The Ground Strike slammed into the approaching warriors and threw them from their feet. One hit the wall with a wet crunch and slid limply to the floor. Others landed on their backs with groans of pain and twisted limbs or saw their weapons flung from their hands.

      I drew upon the power of water and coated myself in Frozen Armor, ready to fight. Fallen guards were stumbling to their feet and more were running out of a door at the back of the courtyard. Combining the earth and water I’d just used, I triggered a Mud Geyser. The mud fountained up out of the courtyard where the warriors were emerging. They were scattered and flung about, blinded by sprays of sticky mud. As they tried to find their bearings, I charged.

      I cut the first down with the Sundered Heart Sword before he even knew I was there. The next had just wiped the mud from his eyes and had a second to blink at me in confusion before I ran him through with the flaming blade. I pulled it free and turned to see a hugely muscled warrior bearing down, swinging a massive warhammer.

      With a leap, I dodged clear of the attack, and the hammer smashed into the ground. Its head became so buried in the packed dirt that the warrior had to stop and heave to get it free. I didn’t give him the chance to finish. My blade came down trailing flames and sliced both hands off at the wrist. He staggered back screaming and staring at the blackened stumps.

      The others were making swift work of the guards by the gate. Ganyir had snapped the gate guard’s mace in two, then beaten him to a pulpy mess with his armored hands. Kumi and Vesma had cut down the opponents nearest them, while Kegohr and the initiates dealt with those coming from the sides. Tahlis popped in and out of sight, disappearing into the ground and reappearing wherever enemies weren’t looking to catch them with sudden spear strikes.

      One last warrior charged at me with a two-handed sword swinging. I parried his first attack, but the sheer force of the second got past my defenses and gouged a chunk out of the ice protecting my leg. The warrior parried a blow from my sword, but I was ready with my off-hand and blasted him with Untamed Torch. My technique left a basketball-sized hole in his stomach, and I could see the wall behind him through it. He stumbled back before his body gave out, crumpling to the floor.

      In less than two minutes, we had cleared the courtyard of all opponents. Our entry into the colossal fortress was assured.

      Then came more movement. Three figures in long, black robes emerged on a balcony high above us at the back of the courtyard. Their faces were shrouded in shadow, but their movements spoke to a sinister purpose. These had to be priests of the cult.

      They raised their hands and started chanting.

      All around the courtyard, the ground shook. Figures emerged from the dirt, scattering stones and clumps of earth. They looked like the lesser earth golems we had faced in the Vigorous Zone, gray humanoid beings carrying rocks or crude blades. But their stone flesh was shot through with black, like the Stoneskin Augmentation.

      These weren’t ordinary lesser earth golems. They were tainted by the evil magic of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows.

      Together, the humanoid monsters raised their arms and advanced.
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      The golems stepped out of the craters and walked with steady purposefulness toward us. The dark veins running through their features added an extra menace that their counterparts in the desert hadn’t displayed.

      On the balcony, more robed priests were emerging to join the three already standing there. The edges of their black garments glittered as they swayed their arms from side to side. Their chants became a heady concoction that blurred the senses, and I fought it off with slow breathing and focused thoughts.

      The ground shook, and more craters started to form around the edges of the courtyard.

      “We need to take out the priests before we’re overrun with golems,” I said.

      Vesma ran across the courtyard and grabbed me. “Hold on tight.” 

      I had an idea of what she was planning, so I wrapped an arm around her middle and held on for all I was worth. Vesma pointed one hand at the ground and bunched her legs. She leaped and fired a blast of Untamed Torch. The intense burst gave her a boost that carried us both into the air. We soared in a steep arc toward the wall of the stronghold’s keep.

      We reached the wall halfway up to the priests and a little to the left. I got one hand through an arched window only six inches wide and grabbed hold of the sill. As we lost our momentum, the two of us hung there, with Vesma clinging to me and my arm straining beneath our combined weight.

      Vesma scrambled up my body to the window. It was too narrow for even her to fit through, so instead, she kept climbing. She kicked off her sandals and used fingers and toes to find grips in the gaps between worn stones, then started moving insect-like up the wall.

      “There must have been an easier way to do this,” I said, still hanging beneath the window.

      “I’m the one who got us halfway up here,” Vesma said. “You got carried. That is the easy option.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I brought my free arm around and sent a surge of Vigor through my palm. I fired Stinging Palm thorns into the gaps between the stones. At last, I had something to rest my feet on.

      A rock hit the wall six inches to my left. Several corrupted golems had gathered at the base of the wall and were aiming projectiles at me. It was time to get moving.

      I fired more thorns into the gaps to my right and above. I started scrambling up, using the holds I’d made, the frames of windows, and any gap in the stonework wide enough to take my fingers.

      “Follow me,” Vesma said.

      She scrambled across the wall, clinging to gaps I could barely see, until she reached the stones directly beneath the balcony. Here, the faces of the blocks had been carved with the shapes of animals native to the Gonki Valley. From a fennec fox to a beady-eyed vulture, each one offered a strong and substantial handhold.

      A rock cracked against the wall near Vesma’s head, but she ignored it. She grabbed the statues and climbed.

      I followed only a couple of feet behind her. I kept one eye on the ground below, watching out for any golem that might come close to hitting me. A rock came sailing straight toward my head, and I pushed off with one hand to swing wildly away from where I had been. The rock smacked off the wall, and a moment later, I swung back to grab the vulture’s wing, seconds before my other hand lost its grip.

      “Grab my foot,” Vesma called down.

      “You can’t take my weight!”

      “Foot. Now.”

      I reached up and took it. Vesma pointed her hand down, and there was a flash of fire. We soared into the air again. As we passed the balcony, Vesma stuck her spear out between two of the pillars of its carved rail. We spun around that pivot and landed, Vesma upright and me on one knee, amid the chanting cultists.

      Up close, the priests were even more unsettling. Their robes were as black and deep as space, trimmed in a gold thread whose shimmer emphasized the darkness. Their faces were sheltered by hoods that cast shadows so deep as to seem unnatural and made it impossible to see their features. They chanted in deep, dissonant voices, and when they spoke, they spoke as one.

      “You forsake the Straight Path.” Their rasping chorus set my nerves on edge. “You will be crushed beneath our hordes of stone.”

      “Your hordes down there?” I gestured to the courtyard far below. “Might take them a while. And in the meantime…” I drew my sword. “You’re stuck up here with us.”

      The priests stepped back, and I braced myself, expecting to be hit by some impressive earth Augmenting power. Instead, they fumbled for weapons, some fastened to their belts, others left in corners of the room. Were they such badasses in combat that they wouldn’t need to use their magic now?

      Then, I remembered Mahrai and how reliant she had seemed on her golem. These guys weren’t reaching for their weapons because they were great fighters; they were doing it because they were limited Augmenters. Vesma and I were facing a bunch of one-trick ponies, and we had plenty of tricks of our own.

      Vesma went first. She raised her hands, placed them together, and summoned a ball of fire between them. The Untamed Torch shot from her palms straight at the nearest priest. It hit with a blast of heat and light that engulfed him in a torrent of flame. He staggered back as flames roared along his robes and produced the stench of burning fabric and charred flesh. As he staggered backward, I channelled Flame Empowerment technique. The fire grew fiercer, racing across the priest’s body and out along his arms and legs. He screamed and ran back through the other priests as flames rose higher from him. As he went, the fire jumped to the others, setting some of those at the back alight.

      While the chaos we’d sown spread, I charged. With the Sundered Heart in one hand and the Depthless Dream in the other, I sliced and stabbed at the priests. The first had just enough time to swing his hammer up into the air, leaving his chest exposed, and I impaled him with my sword. As another swung a club, I parried it with the trident, knocked it aside, and brought the sword around to slice off his hand. For a moment, he stared in shock at the stump. I kicked him in the gut and sent him flying off the balcony to land with a wet thud on the ground below.

      Vesma spun her spear then swung it in a low arc that knocked the legs out from under several of the priests. She ran across their prone bodies, stamping on them as she went, and charged a priest holding a crossbow at the back of the room. He just had time to pull the trigger, but Vesma raised a Flame Shield, and the bolt glanced off it to stick into the ceiling,  trailing smoke. Then, she was across the room and eviscerated the bowman with her spear. Entrails spilled from his stomach as the crossbow fell from his hands, and he slumped to the floor.

      More priests were coming at me with weapons raised. Like the rest of the warriors in the Gonki Valley, many of them used heavy, two-handed weapons that allowed them to deliver powerful blows, but they were relying on strength over skill, while I had both. Rather than stand and fight, I moved quickly between them, dodging and deflecting attacks, not forcing myself to bear the weight of their strikes. As I dodged and darted, I stabbed at them with both sword and trident. Ice and fire flickered across the weapons, adding magical strength to my hits.

      One of the largest priests stood in front of me, a curved sword in his hands. He swung with all the grace and poise of an executioner, aiming to lop off my head. I ducked and turned the movement into a low kick that swept his legs from under him. He crashed to the floor, still clutching his sword, but I kicked him in the hand, and he lost his grip. The blade clattered onto the floorboards. As he scrambled to get hold of it, I finished him off with a thrust to the heart.

      An ax hit the ground, missing my leg by half an inch. I whirled around and saw a priest facing me, a look of pure hatred in his eyes. He lifted the ax again and swung it at chest-height.

      There was a clang of colliding metal as I blocked the blow with the Sundered Heart. The priest brought the ax back, but I was on the attack now. He blocked a blow from the Sundered Heart, and while that kept him busy, I thrust hard with the Depthless Dream. The prongs of the trident went right through his chest, water magic and cold steel slicing through muscle and bone. The force of my blow slammed him back against the wall and pinned him there.

      Despite the trident through his chest, he was still moving. His lips bared in a snarl.

      “The Straight Path will triumph,” he hissed as he brought the ax up.

      I brought the Sundered Heart around and sliced clean through his neck.

      “Fuck your Straight Path,” I said as I turned from the headless corpse spouting blood. 

      Vesma darted through the other priests, leaving a trail of devastation in her wake. Men and women fell with flaming robes and charred faces or blood spurting from spear wounds. She used the spear like a vaulter’s pole to propel herself into the air and kicked one of the larger priests in the face. Her momentum took her with him as he staggered back. She landed on her feet, brought the spear around, and cleaved him in half with one swift stoke. 

      “You’re going to crush us, are you?” she asked with a grin.

      The priests were running low on numbers, but their dedication to their cause and to our destruction was clearly fanatical. Despite the burned and bleeding bodies of their friends littering the ground, three more ran at me.

      “For the Straight Path!” they screeched in uncanny unison.

      Their attacks came thick and fast. I didn’t have time to counter-attack as I fended off three weapons with two of my own.

      While they acted in unison, the priests weren’t tactically coordinated. I pulled around to my left, back onto the balcony, and two of them ended up blocking the attacks of the third.

      With the odds tilted, I was able to go back on the offensive. As one of the priests swung his mace, I countered the blow, then hacked at his arms with the Sundered Heart. It wasn’t a clean blow, and instead of severing the arms, I left a bloody mess of shattered bone and gouged flesh, but it was enough to leave him unarmed and defenseless. I thrust the Depthless Dream through his neck, and he sank to his knees, gurgling out his last breath.

      The priest beside him made a low swipe with an ax, trying to take my legs out from under me. I jumped over the attack and back onto the balcony rail, then leaped from there into the air. I spun head over heels as I went, turning myself into a wheel of death, with sword and trident spinning with me. The blade sliced through the priest’s shoulder, the spear caught him in the back, and he collapsed.

      I landed, weapons raised. The last priest had taken a few steps back, not out of fear but to give himself momentum. He roared and charged, a long-bladed spear held out in front of him. When he was almost on me, I dropped and raised my weapons around where the spear would be. He had too much momentum to stop, so he kept coming, and I hooked his spear down. It caught in the balcony rail, which he also collided with. His momentum carried him over the edge, and he plummeted to the ground below.

      I peered over the rail. Amazingly, that final priest had survived the fall. He pulled himself up on one leg and drew a shortsword from within his robes, then looked around the courtyard. He was surrounded by a maelstrom of combat as my companions fought the corrupted lesser earth golems.

      Tahlis sprang up out of the dirt behind the final priest. “You people ruined my guild. Now, I’m going to ruin you.” He slammed his bare palm into the priest’s back. The blow produced a sound like a thunderclap, and the priest’s body shuddered before imploding in a shower of bones, blood, and gore. It was as if Tahlis has produced a Ground Strike within the man’s body, and the force of an earthquake had ruptured him from the inside out.

      As the last of the priests fell, the remaining golems stopped moving. Their weapons fell from their hands and crumbled to dust that scattered on a warm breeze across the courtyard.

      Ganyir looked up at the balcony where Vesma and I stood triumphant. “Scout the rest of the fortress. Find anyone else who wishes to fight us and deal with them.”

      I wasn’t used to obeying orders from the lord, but his plan was a good one.

      “I’ll come with you, Swordslinger,” Tahlis volunteered after he appeared behind me.

      “I’ll join the others,” Vesma said.

      Tahlis led me to a door beside a staircase that led into a network of corridors. They were carved from the raw rock and seemed to go deeper into the mountainside, as the boundary between human building and natural feature faded. The space was defined by narrow hallways connecting rooms of various sizes, some containing frugal supplies, others bunk beds, and a few for mundane purposes such as laundry. 

      Torches flickered on the walls of the corridors. Someone had taken the time to illuminate this place, which meant that this part of the fortress had been in use, even while its rulers were in the City Palace and most of the army was on campaign.

      “Where does this lead?” I asked.

      Tahlis didn’t initially respond. He was crouching in the middle of the corridor, one hand pressed on the worn stone floor.

      “I can feel movement below us,” he said. “There are people down there.”

      I drew the Sundered Heart. “Where are the stairs? We should find out if there’s a threat.”

      Down another corridor and two sets of stairs, deep in the rock of the mountain, we reached an area where the walls hadn’t been carved with such care. Instead of the smooth stonework we had seen before, it was rough, bare rock. The air down here was less pleasant too, thick with rot and sweat.

      We walked through a guard room with a table in one corner and shields hanging on the wall. I slid back the bolt on an iron gate and led the way down the passage beyond.

      “The dungeons,” Tahlis said. “I don’t think we’re going to find the Unswerving Shadows here.”

      This passage was lined with doorways, each holding a heavy wooden door. As we approached the first one, someone called out plaintively from within.

      “Please,” they croaked. “Please, some water, some food. Please don’t leave us here to die.”

      A wave of fury rushed through me. I kicked the door with all the strength I had in me. The wood around the lock splintered, and it flew open.

      There was a clinking sound and frantic whispers. I looked in to see around 20 people of various ages, all dressed in rags that revealed their emaciated bodies. They were chained together, their faces covered with hoods. They cowered against the walls as I stepped in.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      The closest prisoner trembled as I reached out and carefully removed the hood. She blinked in the light, stared at me, and clutched two of the shorter prisoners close. I removed their hoods too and immediately saw a resemblance in their faces.

      “Your children?” I asked her quietly.

      She nodded.

      “Why would anyone lock up children?”

      “They said we were heretics because we refused to join the Cult of Unswerving Shadows.”

      “Of course.” I clenched my fist. It made sense, the sort of sense only a dark and twisted order would follow. Lock up the dissenters and anyone they cared about, and fear would keep the rest in line.

      “You won’t be prisoners anymore,” I said. “We’re bringing the reign of the Unswerving Shadows to an end.”

      I focused a small, intense blast of Untamed Torch on the link in the chain that fastened it to the wall. White heat melted the metal, and the chain parted. One by one, Tahlis and I removed the prisoners’ hoods and freed them from their bonds.

      Some of the other cells held similar prisoners, ordinary Hyng’ohr citizens and their families, locked up for refusing to bow to a terrible path. Tahlis and I led them out of the dungeon and up into the fortress to a set of rooms with beds, chairs, and tables, barracks spaces for an army in times of emergency. The contingent of guards and cultists we’d slain seemed to have been the only ones manning the fortress. 

      While they rested, we fetched what food we could find from the fortress’ supplies and water from the wells attached to the kitchens. Soon, the starving prisoners were digging into the first proper meal they had eaten in weeks. As much as it had chilled my heart to see how they’d been treated, it was now warmed by the sight of people relishing the restoration of both freedom and food.

      “Thank you so much,” said Shadiy, the woman I had first freed. “You’ve saved my family.”

      “It’s what the Swordslinger does,” I said.

      “You’re the Swordslinger?” Shadiy looked at me wide-eyed. “I never thought I would live to see a hero on that path.”

      “And I never thought I’d get to be one,” I admitted. “Funny how life turns out, huh?”

      Looking around the room full of feasting prisoners, I realized how much bigger my mission was than I had anticipated. It wasn’t enough just to kill the bad guys. My job was to make things better in the provinces, to restore lives that had been torn apart and land that had been ruined. I was here to bring good, not just drive out evil.

      I took a seat next to Shadiy. “Tell me more about what happened to you.”

      “The cult called us the Pathless. Anyone who didn’t follow their way was assumed to have no path of their own, no purpose worth speaking of. They killed some of us as an example to try to make others convert, but most of us who spoke out against Saruqin and his cronies were locked up. I think they were keeping many of the Pathless as a potential tool. If we eventually broke and converted, then we could be used to influence others, as a sign that all resistance fails in the end. But we stayed strong.”

      “If so many stayed strong, how was Saruqin able to turn the guild and the clan against Ganyir?” I asked.

      “Through poisonous words carefully chosen. He found the right ears to whisper in and spread rumors that Ganyir was an unintelligent buffoon, too proud of himself and only good for war. It was easy for some people to believe because Ganyir was known to be a great warrior, and they liked to think of themselves as smarter than him. That gave him enough followers to start taking control.”

      “What of Mahrai? What was her role?” I was still wondering whether we might be able to use her against the cultists, or whether it was just a baseless idea running around in my head.

      “Her power, and especially the earth golem, won over those who wanted to be that powerful themselves, as well as striking fear into some who might have stood against Saruqin.”

      “She served willingly?”

      “I don’t know. She was never present at the public executions. There were whispers that she could be sympathetic to our cause. But they soon ceased. Maybe she was once, but Saruqin would have ironed out any thought she had of conspiring against him. He might have threatened a family member, or told her she would be given to his cultists to alleviate their yearnings.

      “Fear is at the heart of everything Sarquin does,” Shadiy continued with a shake of her head. “His corrupted priests roam the city, rooting out anything they consider heretical, from following other paths to criticizing Saruqin’s policies. We were all rounded up as heretics and left in the cells with barely enough food to survive. Some days I was so hungry, I thought they were trying to see if we’d eat our fellow prisoners to survive. But now…”

      She held up a slice of bread with trembling hands, then looked at me with a wide smile.

      “You saved us, Swordslinger.”

      I considered what she had told me. Some of this was going to be painful for Ganyir to hear, but he needed to understand what was going on in his city. Importantly, he knew the city better than I did. He could ask questions that would give us a deeper understanding of exactly what the Unswerving Shadows were doing—where they kept their soldiers and Augmenters, which people of importance were on their side, who might join us against them.

      “Will you come with me to talk with Lord Ganyir?” I asked. “I think your intelligence could be invaluable in freeing the city.”

      “Of course!”

      Shadiy looked at a man sitting across the table from us. Shadiy’s daughter sat in his lap and her son nestled in close. All three were eating like they feared they might never have the chance again. I hadn’t seen the man in the cell with her, but from his expression and the way the children acted with him, I assumed he was their father and Shadiy’s husband. 

      “Are you all right with them for a while?” she asked.

      Her husband nodded. “Of course. You go save the province.”

      They smiled at each other. Shadiy stroked each of her children on the cheek, took a deep breath, and rose to follow me.

      We found Ganyir and the others still in a large, echoing chamber with a high ceiling and a round table in the center. High-backed chairs were drawn up around the table, places where officers and commanders could gather while they made their plans. The walls were lined with benches for their deputies and messengers. 

      Maps were spread across the table, weighed down with markers representing where my companions thought Saruqin’s forces might be. The tone of the conversation was upbeat, buoyed by our success in dealing with the priests and their golems.

      I introduced Shadiy and asked her to repeat her story.

      As my companions listened, their expressions became grim. Kegohr clenched his clawed fists. Ganyir glared at the table. Kumi, in particular, seemed to retreat into herself, curling up in her seat with her arms wrapped around her. Stories of starving children were too much for her to take. Vesma frowned the whole time, her rage simmering beneath the surface. 

      Ganyir asked questions, as I’d expected. The conversation moved on to details I wouldn’t have considered, and Shadiy helped the lord place his pieces more accurately on the maps.

      I went to Kumi, knelt by her chair, and laid a hand on her arm.

      “Are you all right?” I asked quietly.

      She nodded and stared at her hands. “I’ll be fine. I just wish there was something I could do to help those poor people.”

      “Perhaps there is,” I said. “We haven’t found a lot of food here, and we have a lot of mouths to feed. If we can identify a source of supplies, that would be a huge help.”

      Kumi turned to me, eyes bright. “Ganyir said that there are underground streams beneath the desert boneyard. Where there’s water, there’s life. We should be able to find fish there, or at least edible plants.”

      “The Pathless are locals. They might know what plants and animals are available, and they can certainly provide more hands for the work. I bet they’re dying to get out of this fortress, too. A little break would do them some good. Why don’t you take some of them with you and see what food you can gather?”

      “It’s a good idea, but we might need a guard. After all, this valley is turning into a war zone.”

      “And who would you like as a guard?” I raised a mocking eyebrow. I had a good idea what the answer would be.

      She smiled. “I can’t think of anyone better than you.”
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      Unlike me and Kumi, Shadiy knew the Pathless she’d been imprisoned with, both from their time in the cells and before. She picked out those who could fish and forage for food to come with us on our expedition.

      They gathered in the courtyard, ready and eager to help. I was surprised at the energy and enthusiasm they showed after living for so long at the mercy of the Unswerving Shadows’ guards.

      “This is our chance to do something,” Shadiy said. “To improve our own lives again instead of being passive and confined. This doesn’t feel like work so much as a taste of freedom.”

      Reluctantly, I held up a long coil of rope that I’d found in one of the storage rooms.

      “I’m sorry to do this to you, but would you be willing to play the part of prisoners, just for a little longer?”

      Several of the Pathless stepped back and glared at me through narrowed eyes. They started muttering to each other.

      Shadiy held up a hand. “Let the Swordslinger explain. I’m sure he has a good reason.”

      “Thank you.” I held out the rope for them to see. “I don’t want to imprison you again, but I don’t want to draw the Cult down on your heads again either. If you’re seen walking freely out of the fortress, then the guards on the city walls might realize that something is amiss.

      “Kumi and I will pretend to be guards taking you out into the Vigorous Zone,” I continued. “We’ll bind your hands loosely so that you can get out any time you want, but people watching from a distance won’t be able to tell. As soon as you’re out of sight of the city, you can free yourselves. Does that sound okay?”

      A man furiously shook his head. The experience of imprisonment had been too much for him, and he couldn’t face even feigning captivity. The rest stepped forward, some more reluctantly than others, and let us bind their hands.

      As well as our string of pretend prisoners, we had a cart pulled by a horse that Elorinelle had found in the fortress’ small stables. We were mostly bringing it to carry back whatever food we gathered, but I was also aware that the Pathless were malnourished, and some might not be capable of the walk ahead. If their strength gave in, we would have a way to bring them safely home.

      Still wearing the clan soldier uniforms and turbans that we’d used to enter the fortress, Kumi and I led our procession out of the gates and down the road into the valley. If we were even observed from the city, then they clearly bought our sham. We headed along the dirt trail, dust rising from our footsteps and the wheels of our cart, and out into the Vigorous Zone.

      I had expected the weariness of our companions to slow us down, but it seemed that freedom was the panacea they needed. In the end, the horse cart was the slowest and set our pace as we trotted into the wilds.

      By the time we reached the edge of the boneyard, the Pathless had untied themselves, and the rope lay coiled in the back of the cart. We were too far away now from anyone from the city walls to see what was happening, even if it weren’t for the dust cloud raised by our passing.

      Our journey was remarkably clear of monsters as well as warriors, despite traveling through a chunk of the Vigorous Zone. It was only at the edge of the boneyard that I saw the first signs of life. Something was stirring on one of the cairns.

      “Hold here,” I said to the others. “I’ll take a closer look.”

      I walked toward the cairn with my sword raised. At first, it looked like one of the ancient rocks had stirred to life and was trying to get away. When I looked more closely, I realized that it was some sort of giant insect, nearly as long as my arm. Its body was covered with thick, chitinous plates the color and texture of worn granite, giving it the appearance of a massive carved beetle the size of an average human. Four pairs of clawed legs emerged from beneath the shell, and a pair of razor-sharp mandibles protruded from the front of its head.

      “It’s a scarrick beetle,” Shadiy called out from near the cart. “Be careful; they normally move in packs.”

      Another beetle emerged around the cairn, and the two of them advanced toward me. I heard a skittering noise as three more scurried out behind them.

      The first beetle lunged at me, mandibles raised. I dodged and swung the Sundered Heart. The sword blow knocked the beetle across the ground but didn’t penetrate its sturdy shell; it barely showed a scratch.

      “You protect the Pathless!” I called out to Kumi. “I’ll deal with these.”

      The beetles were swift and agile, darting around me on their insectile legs. I dipped into my pool of Vigor, and the ground beneath the beetles softened before their legs sank into the Mud Entrapment.

      A beetle outside the patch of mud charged me, mandibles raised, while the others struggled against the clinging goop. As the beetle reached me, I brought my sword around in an underarm swing. The sword didn’t pierce its armor, but the force of the blow sent it flying. It landed with a splat in the mud, its belly exposed to the sky.

      I brought the Sundered heart down on the creature’s belly. Flesh gave way beneath the flaming blade, and guts oozed out, revealing a magical core hidden within. I grinned at the prospect of acquiring a new power, but there wasn’t time for that yet. First, I had to deal with the other beetles.

      Slowly but persistently, the creatures were dragging themselves out of the mud. I drew the Depthless Dream Trident and raised it high above my head. I sent a surge of water magic through it, the power of the tide adding to my own strength. The weapon’s prongs glowed a bright azure as I slammed it down against a scarrick beetle. Chitinous plates cracked, and the creature lay skewered on the end of my weapon.

      From there, it was easy to deal with the remaining beetles. I circled them while they were trapped in mud and dealt with each before it could spring free. 

      “Your new abilities are most impressive,” Kumi said as she approached the mud. “It seems that the desert is good for you.”

      “This technique is as much water as earth. I owe it to you and your people.”

      “I’ll make sure to claim the debt.” She smiled and looked at me from between lowered lashes.

      The Pathless approached, bringing the cart with them. They looked at me in awe.

      “You made that look easy,” Shadiy said. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

      Others in the group were muttering about the Swordslinger and openly staring at me and my weapons.

      “Just doing what I had to to keep you all safe,” I said, but that did nothing to change the way they looked at me.

      With help from Kumi and Shadiy, I retrieved the bodies of the scarrick beetles from the mud, opened them up, and retrieved the cores. I absorbed them and felt their power join my existing channels, but they weren’t enough to learn a new skill. I figured I could come back later to farm beetles to master a new technique; for now, I’d focus on getting to the fishing spot. 

      With our path clear, we continued between the cairns and across the boneyard. This was apparently familiar territory to the Pathless, as none of them seemed in the least bit unsettled by the strange landscape with pale bones protruding from the dirt. We walked toward the cliffs at the back of the boneyard as the cart rattled along beside us.

      At the base of the cliffs, we stopped while Kumi used Ganyir’s directions to find the place she was after. It proved to be a larger cave than the one where the initiates and I had taken shelter. It had enough space to comfortably fit the cart as well as all the Pathless. I tethered the horse at the side of the cave, gave him some oats and water, then got ready to go deeper in.

      I took torches from the cart and shared them among the Pathless. I lit Shadiy’s with a small burst of Untamed Torch, and she used her own to ignite the others. An orange, flickering glow filled the back of the cave as we approached the passage beyond.

      The entrance was narrow and low enough that I had to duck to get through, but then the space opened up around us. Away from the bright sunlight and barren desert of the Gonki Valley, I found a cool breeze playing unexpectedly across my skin.

      “I can feel it,” Kumi said. “The call of the water.”

      She led the way, hips swaying as she followed her nature deeper into the caves. After a few minutes, winding tunnels gave way to a vast cavern. 

      The light of our torches danced against pale walls and reflected off pools of clear water. Streams ran through a series of openings around the sides of the cave, cascaded down well-worn channels, and fell into pools at different levels across the tiered rock floor. From those pools, they flowed back together, then ran out at the far end in a pair of rivers wide enough to be swum rather than forded.

      The pools were mostly lined with smoothly worn stone, but the ground around them was littered with sand. We thrust the bases of our torches into the sand and approached the pools.

      Beneath the surface, I could make out the silvery shapes of fish. They drifted slowly around each other, occasionally darting into action to flit away as something moved nearby. The pools were huge, and each one was full of the creatures, as well as thick strands of the weeds. 

      I smile crossed my face. “I have an idea.”

      I stood at the side of the pool and held out my hands. I closed my eyes and channeled Crashing Wave technique. When I opened my eyes, the previously still waters were moving, flowing back and forth in mounting waves. I sent those waves back and forth, rising in size, until they were a good five feet high. Then, I brought one crashing down on the shore. The fish in the water were left stranded on the bank, and the Pathless rushed to retrieve them.

      “This certainly makes fishing easier,” Shadiy said as she gathered the fish. 

      I shrugged. “I never liked waiting around all day with a rod, waiting for something to nibble.”

      Kumi stood beside me and looked into the next pool over. She swayed her body, accentuating her wonderful curves, and chanted the Song of the Sea. Trails of water rose from the pool and dropped fish straight into the hands of the waiting Pathless.

      “You’ve got a more delicate touch than me,” I said.

      “True,” Kumi responded. “But sometimes, it’s good to be firm. And there’s a power and rhythm to your technique that I like.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “Believe me, you succeed.”

      We smiled at each other, and my pulse ran faster. Her song filled me with desire as she bent the waters to her will.

      “This reminds me of when we first got to know each other properly,” I said. “Exploring the marshes outside Qihin City.”

      “That was a good day,” she said. “And not just for what we did in the bathhouse afterward. It’s a good thing there are no eligible young women out here; they’d be drawn to you as surely as I was.”

      I laughed. “You did say that the Swordslinger should have lots of wives.”

      “Only if he’s willing to take care of their needs. Otherwise, it would be a tragic waste.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want that to happen.”

      By now, we had piles of fish on the banks. Some of the Pathless were gathering them in sacks while others collected the arid bushes growing by the banks of the streams. They dug fire pits in the sand and heaped the broken bushes into them.

      “We would be honored if you would light our fires, Swordslinger,” Shadiy said.

      I let the fire flow through me, then launched small Untamed Torches into the heaps of fuel. Each one burst into flames, and the Pathless applauded. There was a wonder in their eyes, as if their freedom was only now becoming real.

      “Thank you, Swordslinger,” Shadiy said.

      The Pathless slid the fish onto sharpened sticks and started cooking them over the fires. We still had plenty more to bring back with us inside the cart, but they seemed like they were enjoying their time out here. I figured we could spare a few hours while these former prisoners exercised their newfound freedom. 

      I looked for Kumi and saw her disappearing around a corner of the cave. I followed, curious to see what had drawn her away.

      She stood at the edge of a pool, unfastening the guard’s robes she was disguised in. They fell to the floor, revealing her more familiar and far more revealing clothes beneath.

      “I thought that I might go for a swim.” She removing her bodice. I smiled at the sight of her round breasts, their full glory released. “To reconnect with the water. Would you like to come?”

      Her mouth hitched up in a smile that hinted at all that phrase could mean.

      “I definitely would,” I said.

      I removed my own disguise and the layers of clothing beneath. By the time I was half done, Kumi was fully naked and sliding into the water. I hurriedly pulled off my pants and splashed in to join her.

      We swam across a wide pool of cool, refreshing water. It carried off the layers of sweat and desert sand that had been clinging to me for days. I felt cleaner than I had since we’d arrived in Gonki.

      I sank fully into the water, letting it wash all my cares away. The war for the valley, the quest to become Swordslinger. . . these were distant concerns for another day. Here and now, there was only me and the water and Kumi.

      She led the way down the length of the pool and into a channel beyond. The light from the torches was only the faintest glow now, but I could make out her shoulders and arms as she propelled herself forward with easy grace, the braids of hair trailing behind, the splash of her feet as they broke the surface.

      At a bend in the channel, Kumi stopped and crawled out onto a smooth, flat rock. I followed and lay down beside her, our bodies an inch apart.

      “So, Swordslinger,” she whispered in the darkness. “I believe I’m owed some marital rights.”

      “Is that so?” I ran my hands up her body and followed them with my mouth. Her breathing grew deep and throaty as I kissed my way up her legs, lingered for a moment at her center, then went on across her flat stomach and the mounds of her breasts. I kissed her on the neck, across the chin, and finally on the lips. She pulled me in close, our tongues tangling in a moment of deep, unquenchable passion.

      Kumi rolled onto her side, exposing her back to me. I kissed her shoulders and ran my fingers down her spine. She gasped and arched her body. One of her hands came back and took hold of me, working with steady strokes to build up my excitement, while I slid a hand around and stroked her breasts, teasing each nipple in turn.

      She pressed back against me, and I slid inside, our bodies joining at last. I let out my own gasp as a wave of pleasure washed over me.

      We moved against each other as the waves washed against the shore, a steady, mounting rhythm. At times, I would surge harder against her or she would pull me in deeper, like a tide dragging a sailor out to sea, and the two of us moaned together in delight. The water rose up in spiraling tendrils, responding to Kumi’s pleasured gasps. 

      With one arm, I pulled her close against me while my other hand ran up and down her, touching every inch of her body, lingering on those places that made the breath catch in her throat and caused her to press that much harder against me.

      “The water,” she murmured. “I want you in the water.”

      I drew away from her, my whole body still tingling from her touch, and slid into the pool. Kumi followed, then pressed me back onto the bank so that I lay submerged up to my chest, with smooth and well-worn stone beneath me.

      Kumi straddled and then sank onto me, joining our bodies together once more. She leaned in close, her breasts pressing against my chest, and kissed me hard. Her hands took mine, fingers interlaced, and squeezed them tight.

      She rose and fell on me, my ocean princess, and the water moved with her. Waves lapped in time with our pleasure, and the pool moved around us until it seemed like there was nothing but us and this moment we were losing ourselves in.

      Kumi arched her body and flung her head back. She gasped and groaned, unable to contain herself any longer, and tightened around me.

      “My Swordslinger!” she exclaimed. “Oh Ethan!”

      The water glistened around us, as though every drop was a shining diamond. I sat up, our bodies still entwined, my pleasure mounting. I kissed her on the breasts, on the lips, wrapped my hands around her and took hold of her firm curves. The waves around us grew higher and faster in time to her movements, played out to the tempo of her deep breaths.

      At last, my own wave reached its peak. Every nerve blazed with delight as I gave in to it. I clutched her tight, the two of us panting and dripping in the shallows of the pool.

      She slid off me, and we lay back in the water, our arms wrapped around each other. “If I ever had doubts about leaving Qihin behind, that has dispelled them.”

      “Do you regret it?” I asked. “It’s a big step, leaving behind your family and the whole life you once knew.”

      “I miss it,” she admitted. “The city, its people, especially my father. But I always wanted to travel further, to move freely through the world like the water does in the oceans, to flow past the banks of the pool I once called home. Joining the Swordslinger on his path wasn’t something I ever expected, but I can’t think of a better way to do it.”

      “Even though you’ve been brought to a land that’s almost all dry?”

      “Even with that. It’s hard to use my powers in Gonki, but it’s worth it to do the right thing for the world. And moments like this make up for it.”

      She leaned over and kissed me on the lips while the waters surged around us.

      “How about you?” she asked. “You are a very long way from your home. Don’t you miss it?”

      “Not really. Back home, I was good at what I did, and I was proud of that. But here, I’m so much more. I’m growing in power and ability with each passing day, learning skills that don’t even exist where I come from. And there’s this whole world to see, with its wild beasts, its magnificent cities, and, of course, its wonderful women.”

      I pulled her close, and we kissed again. Her hands ran across me, and I stirred at her touch.

      “You’re ready again?” she said with a laugh. “So soon?”

      “Perhaps.” I grinned. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      She rolled onto her back, and I pressed myself against her. We kissed, fierce and wonderful, as I entered her again. This time, we took our pleasure hard and fast, driving against each other with the desperate urgency that came from knowing that we wouldn’t have much longer to ourselves. She squeezed me tight as we writhed against each other. The waters broke around us like a storm. As quickly as we had begun, climax seized us both.

      The waters calmed and we lay, laughing and gasping, thoroughly soaked.

      “Time for another swim, I think,” Kumi said as she eased out from under me.

      By the faint light that had made it from the main cave, I watched her swim out across the pool. My eyes had adjusted by now, and I could see more of her. I took a moment to enjoy the shape of her ass as she turned on her side and beckoned me to follow.

      A voice sounded in my head, low, murmuring, and sensual.

      “It’s good that you’re taking care of Kumi,” Yono said. “She is important to me.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “Though maybe next time, don’t let me know you’ve been watching.”

      It was weird to have one of the women in my life congratulate me on sleeping with another, but no weirder than having a trident talking in my head. The idea that Yono might have been in my head throughout was a bit more than I was ready to think about, though. Still, it seemed she had far more power than Nydarth. After all, she’d managed to visit me in physical form, whereas Nydarth had only ever been able to meet with me in my dreams. 

      I put the thoughts aside and followed Kumi across the pool. We swam past where we’d abandoned our clothes and weapons. My limbs worked against the gentle current flowing through the caves. Aches withdrew from my muscles as the exercise eased them out within the soothing water. I hadn’t felt so good in days.

      “The water stirs,” Kumi said. “I think there are beasts moving in the caves.”

      “We should get back to the Pathless,” I said.
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      We swam swiftly back to where we had undressed and climbed out of the water. Hurriedly, we pulled on our clothes and grabbed our weapons. With the Sundered Heart and the Depthless Dream in my hands, I felt ready to face any monsters the Vigorous Zone could throw at me.

      “Wait.” Kumi grabbed my arm as I made to run toward the camp. “If we go through the water, we might catch the monsters by surprise.”

      I sheathed my weapons and followed her back into the pool. We swam out of our hidden spot and around to the stream that ran up to our encampment.

      “I can get us there quicker,” I said. “Grab your weapons tight and get ready.”

      Kumi clutched her butterfly knives in her hands while I focused on calling on the water within me. Vigor rushed through my body and out into the surrounding pool. I felt connected with the water in a way I hadn’t before, as if we were two bodies joining as one. 

      The power of the Crashing Wave ran out through me, but this time, I didn’t try to turn it into a series of steady, rising waves. Instead, it became a single great surge that sank back, then rose up behind us. The wave rushed along the channel up the cave, carrying me and Kumi with it. The force of the water was like a great hand that grabbed hold of me and hauled me along, while its power became a rushing noise in my ears. We hurtled up the stream and into the pool by the cooking fires, then shot out, flung like bullets from a gun.

      I landed in the middle of a group of scarrick beetles, with trident in my hands but my sword sheathed. A beetle snapped at my leg, and I batted it away, but as before, a simple weapon blow wasn’t enough to break through its shell. I let my Vigor flow along the trident, reached with my mind into the water behind me, and summoned another Crashing Wave. It shot out of the pool and slammed into a charging scarrick beetle, then smashed it against the wall. There was a crack of stone on stone, and the impact split the plates on the beetle’s back. It fell to the floor and lay limply twitching amid a heap of damp sand. Rather than give it time to recover, I pounced and struck with the Depthless Dream. The trident plunged into a crack in the creature’s armored plates and sank into the body beneath. The beetle burst apart beneath the impact of the magical blow.

      Scarrick beetles were streaming through the camp, far more of them than I had faced outside. Some menaced the Pathless, but most were going for the heaps of roasted fish. They were trying to steal our supplies. Around the fires, the Pathless moved uncertainly. Most of them weren’t warriors, and even if they had been, their only weapons were thin sticks and flaming torches.

      I strode over and kicked a beetle away from two scared-looking Pathless. The creature landed with a splash in the edge of a pool. Once again, I called on the power of Crashing Waves. The water fountained up around the beetle and hurled it into the air. There was a crunch as it hit the ceiling and then a splat as it landed in the sand at the side of the stream. I brought the Depthless Dream down to finish it off. 

      Another beetle was menacing Shadiy with its mandibles. She held out a pair of torches, trying to keep it from the people behind her, but the stone-sheathed creature had no fear of fire. It kept advancing, claws skittering across the ground, while Shadiy and her companions kept retreating.

      I lifted my hand and created a wall of Plank Pillars to separate the monster from the people. Then, I dropped to one knee and slammed my fist into the earth. The ground cracked beneath my blow, and it rippled toward the beetle and threw it onto its back. I charged and slammed the trident down hard in a gap between its armored plating. The power of water surged through me and my weapon, and the beetle spattered across the floor.

      Kumi stood nearby, extricating one of her knives from the underbelly of a beetle. Two more that she had killed lay nearby, but no more were moving.

      “Gather up the fish,” I said to the people around me. “We’re getting out of here.”

      While the Pathless collected the food, Kumi and I collected the cores. She handed her share to me, and I absorbed them. I still didn’t have enough cores to carve the internal pathways for a new technique. 

      We moved into the entrance cave. The Pathless loaded the fish into the cart while Shadiy got the horse into the harness.

      “You take the others out of here,” I said.

      “You’re not coming with?” 

      “I’ll be nearby, but I can move much faster than if I traveled alongside you all. Besides, if I can pick up a few more beetle cores, I can learn a new technique.”

      “Do your studies never end?” Kumi climbed up onto the cart and took the reins. 

      “You know it.”

      I ran out of the cave, ahead of the others. 

      In the boneyard, a pack of scarrick beetles milled about. I ensured that Kumi and the others were far from harm and slinked toward the beetles. I gathered my Vigor and sent it running down through my feet into the ground, then back up. Being in a place of earth power and with the waters in the caves right behind me, mud flowed more readily than it would elsewhere. My Mud Geyser burst forth in spectacular fashion amid the main mass of beetles and sent them flying. One landed on its back in front of me, and I sliced it in half with the Sundered Heart Sword, the flaming blade easily cutting through the creature’s soft belly to reveal its innards and glowing magical core.

      The beetles had quickly regrouped and started advancing again. I created a Mud Entrapment beneath some of them, holding back part of the swarm to buy time while I dealt with others.

      Direct elemental attacks like Untamed Torch wouldn’t do much good against creatures armored in stone, as I’d seen from other fights in this Vigorous Zone. But I had less direct ways of using my Augmenting to affect them. I summoned an Acid Cloud around some of the advancing beetles and watched as they backed off, agitated by the stinging green mist. Two advanced through it, but by the time they reached me, their shells were softening. I stabbed one with the Depthless Dream and punctured its softened shell. Gore oozed out around the wound as I put my foot on its head and tugged the trident free.

      Its companion lashed out at me with its mandibles. I jumped back and brought the Sundered Heart down. The softened stone shell crumpled beneath the blow.

      From afar, hooves clopped and wheels rumbled as the cart rolled down the desert road, Kumi still at the reins and the Pathless running along behind. I trusted that Kumi could deal with any beetles they encountered along the way, so I could spend some more time out here in the Vigorous Zone. 

      More beetles emerged from the cairns. They seemed to stream out from the heaps of rocks themselves, their sole purpose to swarm me. I called forth the power of water and thick slabs of Frozen Armor formed across my body.

      Near the central cairn, there was an overwhelming feeling of magical power. It surged around me, invigorating and yet frightening. Not quite the power of the elemental core that had been stolen from this Vigorous Zone but still a potent source of magic.

      I turned and faced the onrushing beetles. With a flick of my mind, a Mud Entrapment appeared beneath the leading creatures, trapping them in its thick goo. More beetles were coming around, so I didn’t have time to pick off the trapped individuals, as I’d done before. Instead, I reached out with Crashing Wave into the water part of the mud. A tidal wave of mud rippled through the ground, lifted up 10 beetles, and smashed them against nearby cairns.

      As the remaining beetles swarmed around the edges of the mud, I clutched the Depthless Dream tight and called on the Crashing Wave again. This time, I sent out two waves of mud, one to the right and the other to the left. They slopped over the advancing beetles, not trapping them as totally as if they had stood in the mud, but still slowing their advance.

      Now, I had a use for my other strongest element: fire. I took hold of the Sundered Heart with one hand and held the other out in front of me. A fireball appeared and quickly expanded in my palm as I channeled the Burning Wheel. It grew into a flaming whirlwind that I flung away from me, right into the mud-coated beetles.

      The Burning Wheel careened wildly back and forth across the boneyard, bouncing off the cairns. As it hit patches of mud, it baked them dry. The sticky mass that had slowed down the beetles turned into a series of individual prisons that pinned each one in place with immovable clay. They strained against it, but none of their legs were individually powerful enough to break through. When the Flaming Wheel finally made its escape between two of the cairns, leaving me and the beetles behind, not one of the creatures remained free.

      I stalked across the sea of hard-baked clay that had been our battleground. I stopped at each individual beetle, found a gap in its clay coating, and thrust in my sword, trident, or knife to finish it off. The ease of dealing with them this way made me appreciate my new mud techniques all the more.

      When I was done collecting their cores, I leaned back against the towering central cairn and caught my breath. I’d just used up a hell of a lot of Vigor. My body was trembling and my nerves sizzling from the power that had run through them.

      It was getting late in the afternoon as I sat at the foot of the great cairn with a heap of scarrick beetle cores in front of me. I pressed the cores against my chest one by one, holding each in place until my body had absorbed it. The power throbbed through me, a suitable reward for a long day of fighting.

      I felt the tipping point at which a new power was available within me and kept the rest of the cores inside my pouch. I wasn’t sure whether there was a market for selling additional cores, but it sounded like a reasonable thing to exist in this world. 

      I stood up and held out my arms. It was time to test what I had learned. I opened a channel within me and let Vigor flow. 

      Almost immediately, the ground beneath me softened, and I plummeted into it. I yelped in alarm and got a mouthful of dirt before I realized what was happening; this was the Hidden Burrow technique that I’d seen Tahlis use.

      With that in mind, I directed the power. The earth in front of me became as soft as water. I strode through it for half a dozen paces, then directed the power up. The ground beneath me hardened, the ground above me softed, and I shot out beside one of the smaller cairns.

      I tried it again. This time, after sinking into the ground, I used the technique’s power to push me along instead of walking. Suddenly, I was darting around the boneyard, disappearing in one place only to reappear somewhere else entirely. It was like using Crashing Wave to propel me through the water, an extra burst of speed as well as the concealment of moving underground.

      I laughed excitedly as I stood beside the great cairn, panting from exertion. 

      “Such good work, my sweet man,” Nydarth spoke in my head. “And now that you’ve got all this lovely earth magic, it’s time to create another core, this time with fire.”

      “I suppose that’s only fair,” Yono said. “You’ve done some wonderful work with water and, of course, with our beloved Kumi. But the Swordslinger needs to have a variety of techniques. Although I don’t like the idea of our beloved man venturing into the spirit realm while enemies could be nearby.”

      My recent powers had all been about earth and mud. Could I use them to build walls around me, or perhaps a sea of mud that would stop attackers in their tracks? I wasn’t sure I trusted that to hold for the time it took me to forge a new core. What about my new technique, Hidden Burrow?

      “I’m going to try something,” I said to the spirit weapons. 

      I let the earth power flow through me. The ground softened, and I sank into it. Soon, I was several feet down, close to the central cairn and the magic that flowed around it but completely hidden from view. Thanks to my connection with the earth, I could still breathe, despite the soil pressing in around me. Here, in my own small pocket beneath the ground, I was safe from anything that might happen above, whether passing monsters or scouts from the Unswerving Shadows Cult.

      I drew myself into a cross-legged pose and laid the spirit weapons across my knees. I focused on the Sundered Heart, as it held the power of fire. I also reached out with my mind to the cairn and all the earth Vigor flowing through it—Vigor that matched the flow through my own body. I let the two forces flood my mind and pour through my heart.

      The world around me faded as my consciousness was transported to the spirit realm.

      Other parts of the realm I’d visited had seemed placid and pleasant until the spirits came to fight. This place was made from the melding of fire and earth but was different from the locations of its base elements.

      I stood on the slope of a volcano, beneath a sky that billowed with dark gray clouds and flashes of fire. Lava spewed from the peak of the volcano and ran down its sides like rivers of molten death. More dribbled from holes in the mountainside and created rivulets that ran across the rocks, a spiderweb of glowing liquid. The air shimmered in the heat and carried the stench of sulfur. There were no plants or animals, the only sign of moisture an occasional burst of steam from holes in the rock. Far below, the slope gave way to a cliff edge. At the bottom was broken ground of jagged rocks where a green-tinged pool of water bubbled and steamed.

      As always, I stood unarmed as I prepared to face my foes.

      Two figures emerged from caves on the slope above me. One was made of fire, its body blurring with the air in the heat haze. The other was made of dirt, a flowing figure of sand and soil, like the ones I’d faced twice already in the past few days. The fire and earth spirits looked down at me and waited.

      Fire was an old opponent, and the one I felt most comfortable taking on. I looked around for anything I could use against him. Once we got in close, my own power over fire should keep me from getting too badly burned, but that would only stop me dying, not help me win. I could hardly scoop up handfuls of lava, but there were some substantial rocks lying around. I picked up one that sat well in the palm of my hand, then headed up the mountain toward the fire spirit.

      As I strode up the slope, the two spirits moved down to meet me. I didn’t want to have to fight both  at once, so I picked up speed and ran straight toward the fire spirit.

      The creature opened his arms wide and let out a hissing roar. I launched myself off a protruding rock just in front of him and jumped into the air. I crashed into the spirit, bringing us both to the ground.

      We tumbled across a slope of broken and jagged rocks. Protrusions jabbed at my sides, and my elbow jolted with pain as it hit the ground, but I did my best to ignore it.

      The spirit and I grappled with each other. Each of us had one hand at the other’s throat, pushing their head back, trying to get leverage to do some real damage. When I touched his flesh, my skin burned, but it was just the feeling of pain and not genuine damage to my body. I ignored the sting from his heat and flipped him onto the ground. He wrapped both legs around me, the heat of his limbs bearing down on me, before he slammed his head into mine. Stars danced across my vision, and he flipped me over to get on top. 

      Before he had a chance to make the most of his advantage, I swung my rock around. It collided with the side of the spirit’s head. He hissed in pain, and his grip on me loosened. I hit him with the rock again and again.

      The spirit slid to one side and raised his hands to protect himself. But he was too slow and now too weak from the damage I’d already done. I brought the rock down repeatedly, battering his arm out of the way and then smashing in his head until, at last, he lay still. The fire faded, and he was gone, leaving only a sooty silhouette where he’d lain.

      I got to my feet and looked around. The earth spirit was only feet away, striding toward me with his four arms swinging.

      I flung the rock at the earth spirit. Sand spurted, and the rock flew out the far side. Fragments of the spirit fell into the lava behind it, where they melted, merged for a moment into clear glass-like crystals, and then were lost in the flow.

      The spirit swung a pair of punches at me, one from the right and one from the left. I leapt back, somersaulted over a lava flow, and landed on an area of flat stone surrounded on all sides by molten rock.

      The spirit jumped across the lava and landed facing me. It swung another punch, and I was forced to dart back, but at the same time, I was grinning. I had a plan, and for this plan, I had the spirit exactly where I needed him.

      I punched and kicked, raising a little dust from the spirit but not much more. In doing so, I left myself open to attack, and he took the opportunity. He shoved me back toward the nearest lava flow. I went with the shove, moving back with exaggerated wobbling steps, until I stood with my heels only inches from the molten rock.

      The spirit advanced and pulled his hands back, ready to shove me into the lava. I lunged forward, my fists joined together, turning my whole body into a weapon. My fists hit the spirit in the stomach. There was a spurt of dirt, as there had been when the rock hit, leaving a hole in the middle of the creature’s body. 

      I dived through the cavity in his torso, landed behind him, and spun around. Before he could react, I kicked him in the back. This time, I met resistance, and he stumbled before falling into the lava.

      As the sand body of the earth spirit hit the lava, it melted. Individual grains flowed together into a pool of clear glass in the shape of a four-armed man. The molten glass rose out of the heat, hardening and crystallizing. His sharp edges shone in the light of the volcano’s fire.

      I kicked again. My foot collided with the center of the creature’s body, and it shattered into thousands of shards.

      Two spirits down. Now, the third would come, and judging by previous encounters, it would be the deadliest of the lot.

      The lava in front of me rippled and rose. A creature formed out of it, humanoid in shape like the others, as tall and broad as Kegohr. He had the face of a demon, with curling horns and red eyes shining from a black visage. His body was cased in plates of rock, with molten stone glowing at the joints.

      The magma spirit crawled out of the lava, rose to his feet, and strode toward me. The rock melted beneath its feet, leaving molten puddles in his wake. The whole world seemed to be consumed by his heat and power. I felt as though I was being roasted just standing this close to him.

      It had been one thing to grapple with the fire spirit, when I already had the element on my side to protect me. But this was a different creature, his heat far more intense, and I didn’t have the ability to tap into my Vigor and use a technique like Fire Immunity. 

      The creature stamped a foot. The stone beneath him shattered, and lava spewed forth from the gap.

      I couldn’t just muscle my way through this one. I needed something else.

      For now, the easiest thing to obtain was time. I turned, leaped over a lava flow, and sprinted away down the side of the volcano. The ground was rough underfoot, and I almost fell a dozen times as stones rolled away beneath my feet. But I had to keep upright, had to keep moving; I could hear the spirit lumbering after me.

      A ball of magma hurtled past an inch from my ear and spattered the ground with its fiery ooze. The creature was turning the lava into a weapon in a way I couldn’t.

      I heard a hiss as a second ball of magma flew at me. I dodged to the left, and the magma missed, landing in a glowing stream of molten rock. I jumped over that stream, heard another hiss, and did a forward roll to stay low to the ground. Magma soared past above my head and disappeared over the cliff edge that now loomed before me.

      I stopped at the edge of the cliff and looked down. The drop was at least a hundred feet, with jagged rocks to impale anyone who fell. Climbing down wasn’t an option because the surface was completely slick and without protrusions to hold onto. 

      The magma spirit roared as he approached. He was too close now for me to avoid him by running along the length of the cliff. But he stopped a dozen feet from me and flung a ball of magma at the ground by my feet. I jumped aside and found my back foot on the very precipice of the cliff. The spirit laughed, a sound like an avalanche rumbling down a mountain.

      I looked over my shoulder into the lake, then back at the magma spirit. I picked up a rock and flung it at the spirit. The rock melted as it hit and dripped onto the ground.

      The magma spirit laughed again and flung more gobbets of magma at me. I danced around the shots, ducking and diving, leaping and rolling, keeping clear of his attacks but never more than an inch from plummeting off the cliff.

      The spirit’s expression became fiercer, and he flung his magma faster as his frustration mounted.

      “Getting a little angry?” I asked. “Good.” 

      I continued dodging his projectiles until he let out a final roar before charging me. I waited until the last moment before spinning aside, and he hurtled over the cliff before plummeting to the bottom. He screamed as the spiked rocks at the bottom impaled him. Lava oozed from his body and bubbled over the spikes jammed through his body. I waited a few moments, wondering if his molten body might melt the rock, but then my vision wavered.

      The spirit realm faded, and I was back in my hiding hole beneath the desert boneyard.

      Now that I had triumphed over its spirits, I could see the maga blueprint in my mind’s eye. I reached inside myself for the powers of earth and fire, then brought them together. They intertwined and combined inside me, swirling and surging. Each resisted being bound with the other, but I had mastery over them. I squeezed with all my Augmenting skill and power, and the two became fused.

      A new core throbbed with power within me, a magma core.

      “So powerful.” Nydarth said, her voice clear and low inside my head. “Is there any battle you cannot win?”

      “Let’s hope not,” I said. “Now, tell me, you’ve seen these Vigors combined before. What power have I gained here?”

      “This first combining will give you Magma Burst,” she said. “At first glance, it seems like Untamed Torch, but it’s for magma instead of fire. A burst of boiling magma that you can shoot from your palm. But in the right circumstances, it can be so much more powerful than Untamed Torch. It will blaze through almost anything it hits. Wood will catch fire and char away to nothing. Any flesh will be cooked or crystallized in rapidly cooling stone, depending upon what creature you hit. With practice, it can melt through stone and metal with ease.”

      “Sounds useful,” I said. “Let’s try it.”

      I activated Hidden Burrow and shot up through the earth to emerge beside the great cairn. As the dirt settled, I saw that night had fallen and I was alone in the boneyard, with only the moonlight to see by.

      I raised my hand and urged the magma to flow. Intense heat blazed through me, then burst from my hand. A ball of magma, like those the spirit had flung at me, shot out. It landed, glowing, next to one of the smaller cairns, and the dirt around it melted.

      This was clearly a powerful weapon, but any weapon was only as good as the person wielding it. I aimed at the cairn and channeled the magma again.

      Once more, a glowing ball burst from my hand and sailed through the air. It hit the heap of rocks and spattered across them. They melted and ran into each other. Within seconds, the whole cairn had dissolved into a pile of slag.

      “Wow.” I looked at my hand. “I thought you said that came at high levels?”

      “You are the Swordslinger,” Nydarth purred. “Are you really surprised that you’re already so powerful? And, I suppose there are also benefits to wielding the Sundered Heart.”

      “And the Depthless Dream,” Yono added. She’d been quiet after I’d gained the new element, and I figured she probably didn’t have much to say about a combination element that didn’t involve water.

      “I’d better not keep practicing here,” I said. “Don’t want to destroy this place. Let’s head back.” I sheathed my sword and trident before I started moving toward the fortress.

      I pause for a moment and considered something else. We needed an edge if we would ever take back the city from the cultists. I’d been wondering whether Mahrai was truly in the service of the cultists, whether she could be swayed to join against them. 

      She had likely returned to the city. Even if she hadn’t, I could always do a little intelligence-gathering by going to the city by myself. If I returned to the fortress and shared the idea with the others, they’d think I was crazy. 

      Hell, maybe I was crazy. But I’d done undercover missions before. And this would be just another op. I was already wearing the uniform of a city guardsman, so I could slip through the gates without so much as a second glance from the soldiers manning the walls. As long as I was back within a few hours, Kumi and the others would be none the wiser, and I’d potentially have a new ally or at least some new information we could use.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I headed out of the boneyard, down into the valley, and across the dried-up river bed to the main  road through the province. If I was going to approach the city, I didn’t want to do it from the direction of the fortress, where my friends were. Better to approach from the opposite side to keep the enemy from realizing what we’d achieved so far.

      As I went, I practiced my Hidden Burrow technique. It could be invaluable in future fights or for getting past opponents unobserved, but for that, I needed a better understanding of how it worked—how far it could take me, how fast, whether I could tell what was on the ground above.

      It turned out that it was a good thing I’d practiced, as the technique had some limitations. I couldn’t use it on hard stone or anything more dense than packed dirt. The range was short; the magic forced me back up if I went more than 30 yards. And accuracy was limited; I seldom appeared exactly where I’d been aiming for. And it all came at a high cost in Vigor, as the technique burned through my reserves of power. 

      Tahlis had made it look so easy that I’d been thinking this was an answer to half the challenges I faced. In reality, it was going to be more of something to use when I really needed to either conceal myself or sneak up on an enemy. Still, I was determined to become more accurate and increase my range, but that was going to take a lot of training.

      I burst out of the ground one last time in a shower of sand and found myself standing in a familiar spot. I was on the approach to the sand-sunken village where we had defeated Targin and his forces. The same place where I had last confronted Mahrai and her towering golem.

      I considered the last time I’d seen her, arguing with Targin before she stormed off back to the city. There was more to her than just another follower of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows, and I suspected she was far from committed to the dark values of the Straight Path. Shadiy had also alluded to the possibility, so I wanted to at least speak with Mahrai before I would have to kill her on the battlefield. 

      Many other opponents wouldn’t have been spared like this, but we needed someone on the inside. Lord Ganyir was unpredictable at best, and Tahlis was probably certifiably insane. Even so, I imagined Mahrai might have her own problems, but a mole was always a complex person, no matter how much you wanted them to be otherwise. 

      “What do you think of Mahrai?” I asked, not out loud but in the mind voice I used to talk to my spirit weapons.

      “I think that she’s a fearsome threat,” Nydarth replied. “But you have the tools to overcome her now that you’ve combined earth with other powers.”

      “He’s defeated her golem before,” Yono said. “He can do it again.”

      “I don’t mean to defeat her,” I said. “I think there might be more to Mahrai than just another evil Augmenter set on terrorizing the people around her. I wonder if we could get her to change sides, bring all that power to the right path.”

      “That’s very sweet,” Nydarth said. “But that woman is a threat, pure and simple. Anything she’s done to imply otherwise is just lulling you into a false sense of security so that she can stomp you down into the ground. Fight her, incinerate her, and move on.”

      “That doesn’t feel like an honorable approach.”

      “Sometimes, honor lies in ruthlessly separating right from wrong.”

      “I believe that you’re being too harsh,” Yono said, her voice a gentle murmur.

      “Oh, really?” Nydarth asked. “Do you know something about Mahrai that we don’t?”

      “I know mortals. I know that the reality they move through isn’t set in stone. It ebbs and flows like the sea as new experiences change them and their way of seeing the world. That means that there is space within them for a change, for the better of the worse.”

      “They have to choose to change,” Nydath countered. “I don’t see that in Mahrai. She is as immovable as the earth beneath the Swordslinger’s feet.”

      “I can move the earth,” I said with a smile. “It’s called Ground Strike.”

      “What Nydarth fails to appreciate,” Yono said, “is the ebb and flow. She’s too set on the way of fire, a pure cleansing heat instead of a flowing, soothing current. But I have seen people like this before. There is a chance that Mahrai fears Saruqin or has some misguided loyalty toward him. That could be forcing her hand against the people of Hyng’ohr City.”

      Yono’s words gave me hope, and in the darkness of the night, as I walked past the graveyard where we had buried the fallen initiates, I needed that hope. I needed to believe that any of us could be redeemed for our mistakes.

      The road carried me through the Vigorous Zone, out of the desert, and into the ramshackle slums that sprawled between the city walls and the docks. At last, I approached the main gates of Hyng’ohr City. They were firmly shut, but torches burned on the battlements above. As I approached, someone peered down at me.

      “Hello there!” I shouted and waved. “Can you please let me in!”

      “Why in all the hells would I do that?” the guard responded. “You could be anyone, maybe one of those dissidents and heretics we’ve been warned about.”

      “I’m part of the army that was sent to fight them,” I said. “Look, you can see my uniform.”

      The guard flung a torch from the battlements. It landed in the road in front of me, scattering sparks and creating a small pool of warm light.

      “Step closer,” he said. “Let me see.”

      I walked into the light cast by the torch and displayed my Hyng’ohr robes.

      “What are you doing here then?” he asked. “Shouldn’t you be besieging the Sunstone Temple?”

      “That’s why I’m here. I’ve got news from the front. I need to find someone reliable to take it to Saruqin.”

      “News for Saruqin? All right, I’ll open the gates. But you come in quick; I want to get this safely shut again.”

      There was a rattle of chains and a rumble of counterweights moving within the wall. One of the gates swung open a couple of feet, and I went through before the gate slammed shut again.

      Two guards came running down the stairs to the left of the gate. One looked like the man I’d spoken to a moment before. Two more stepped out of the squat guardhouse at the base of the wall and came to join us. All carried long-bladed spears and wore uniforms that included panels of hardened leather armor.

      “What’s the word for Saruqin?” one of the men said. “I’ll take it up to the palace.”

      “I spotted him,” the guard off the wall said. “I should take the news.”

      I looked at this little band of squabbling soldiers. “Shouldn’t there be more of you here? In case the city’s attacked.”

      “Not with half the army out on campaign,” a guard said. “Most of the rest are in bed.”

      Another guard sneered at me. “This one says he has news for Saruqin, but I don’t believe him. He talks funny.”

      I’d tried my best to mimic the Gonki accent, but it seemed I’d failed. 

      The same guard prodded me in the chest. “He’s got some strange weapons, too.” 

      I’d considered stashing them somewhere before getting to the gate, but I didn’t want to be without them if things turned violent. I also didn’t want anyone to stumble upon them and claim the most valuable items I owned. 

      The group of guards were growing more nervous, and it seemed they were a second away from attacking me. I figured I’d give them a little show before they actually set their weapons on me.

      I took off the turban from around my head, and with it the hanging strip of cotton that had cast my face into shadow.

      “If the others are sleeping, isn’t it your bedtime yet?” I asked.

      They looked at me in confusion, then one of the guards’ eyes widened.

      “Isn’t that the Swordslinger?” he asked.

      “Quick, raise the alarm!”

      One of the guards ran toward the guardhouse, where a brass alarm bell hung from a chain over the door. I channeled Vigor and launched a Magma Burst. The orb of molten earth hit the bell before he could reach it. The metal melted and rained down in thick, glowing drops.

      All four drew their weapons. They looked nervously at each other, waiting for someone else to take the initiative.

      “Imagine the reward we’ll get for capturing the Swordslinger,” the one off the wall said. “Our advancement on the Straight Path is guaranteed.”

      “Yeah.” Another of them grinned and hefted his warhammer. “Let’s cut off his arms. Saruqin won’t be needing those.”

      “I want his sword.”

      “I get his trident.”

      These were men set on the Straight Path, so I had no qualms about taking them down. They’d thrown in their lot with the cultists. They would get what they deserved.

      I let the Vigor flow through me again. The guards were tightly clustered to defend each other, so it was easy to catch them all in a single Mud Entrapment. They sank into the mud up to their knees, and their attention immediately left me as they strained to drag themselves free.

      I walked up to the edge of the mud in front of the nearest guard. He looked up and raised his club as I brought the Sundered Heart around, but his parry was too slow. I easily brought my blade in underneath it and sliced his belly open. He fell face-forward into the mud.

      The next guard had his spear up by the time I got close. He jabbed to keep me back while his comrades struggled free. I knocked the attack aside, stepped in close, and cut his head off. Blood fountained from his severed neck and bathed his comrades in its crimson stain.

      By now, panic had taken hold of the two remaining guards. They struggled and strained against the mud, even put their hands in to try to give them more leverage to get clear. Instead, that drew them deeper in and left their hands coated with ooze. As the third one raised his warhammer, it slipped through his fingers. He tried to catch it but was too late. The weapon sank into the mud as I ran him through.

      The last guard raised a club. “Hells-spawned foreigners. Coming to our valley and taking over, ruining what we have.”

      “I’m not the one who ruined this,” I said. “But as long as you support the people who did, I’ll bring you all the hells you can face.”

      He swung his club, but I jumped over the blow and kicked the weapon aside as I went. I sent Vigor into the Sundered Heart, and it burst into flame. My sword cleaved his armor and cut through bone while his flesh sizzled and cauterized. 

      All four guards lay dead in the mud.

      “A good start,” Nydarth said. “But killing a handful of guards is hardly going to make a difference in this city.”

      “Of course not. But they were asking for trouble. So much for an espionage mission. Still, I have to find Mahrai before reinforcements come.”

      I figured more guards would arrive at some point to take the next watch, so I snuck through the gate and moved through the back streets. The place was too quiet for my liking, and I didn’t see any sign of citizens. I figured there must be some kind of curfew in place. I heard something patter on the rooftop of a nearby building and heard a familiar voice.

      “Swordslinger,” she said.

      I looked up and saw Mahrai standing on a rooftop with her staff in her hand and a scowl on her face. The flicker of torchlight cast strange shadows across her clothing and gave her hair a fiery glow. 

      “I’m going to rip your fucking head off and bury it in the sand,” she continued. “Cockroaches and dung beetles will feast on what passes for your brains.”

      “Of course you are,” I said. “After all, you have to follow the orders of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows.”

      “Fuck the Unswerving Shadows. I make my own choices.”

      “Then maybe you should reconsider them. Right now, you’re siding with the monsters that are destroying Hyng’ohr.”

      “I know the choice I’ve made, Swordslinger. There are monsters on all sides of the empire’s disputes. If I have to ally with one group to get at another, so be it. And if, in the meantime, I end up close to my own monsters, well, that’s an opportunity I just might have to take.”

      “Think about what you’re doing in the meantime. By supporting the cult, you’re bringing on the ruin that has left this valley parched and starving. Is that really what you want?”

      She pointed at me with her staff. “You don’t know shit about what I want, Swordslinger.”

      “There’s another way, Mahrai. You could leave the cult and return to the Wandering Path. You can do some good for Hyng’ohr while you pursue your monsters. Do you really want to tie your fate to Saruqin’s?”

      Mahrai looked down with a frown. When she looked up at me again, some of her fiery indignation was gone. I felt sorry for her. Something had driven her down this path, something she cared deeply about. But now, she was divided, torn between a dark but familiar option and one filled with uncertainty alongside the possibility of hope.

      “I’m going to bring Saruqin down,” I said. “Do you want to fall with him?”

      Indecision was written clear as day across Mahrai’s face. I’d gotten to her. Perhaps this madness could end now, before any more destruction came to Hyng’ohr.

      Mahrai sighed deeply, then slammed her staff into the ground. Cobbles shook as her golem rose, inch by inch, from the ground in front of me, showering the place with dirt.

      “This time, I’m not going to spare any Vigor,” she said. “The spirits have smiled on you today; you get to see my golem’s most powerful form."

      The stone monster towered over me, its face devoid of all expression, vast fists dangling by its sides.

      “We’ve each chosen our paths,” Mahrai said. “Now, we have to face the consequences.”

      “No choice has to be forever,” I said.

      “Perhaps. But sometimes, we have to stop thinking and act.” She pointed at me. “Golem, that is the Swordslinger. Destroy him.”

      The ground trembled as the golem strode toward me. I flung up a Smothering Mist in its way, but it strode through the green haze with barely a touch of damage to its rough rock exterior. It swung its leg back, and I leaped clear as a foot like a bumper car kicked the air where I had been.

      I rolled across the cobble, sprang back to my feet, and dashed to the edge of the courtyard. The thud of footsteps and the trembling of the ground told me that the golem was in pursuit.

      “You’re slacking off,” I called out to Mahrai. “Letting your minion do all the fighting for you. Are you sure you’re committed to defending the Straight Path?”

      “You think this is easy?” Mahrai pointed down at the golem. “I’d like to see you try it, Swordslinger.”

      The golem picked up speed. With its long legs, it could easily outpace me if it wanted to, despite the body weight it carried around. At the edge of the courtyard, I stopped, turned, and raised my sword just in time to deflect a strike from one of its fists. The blow sent a shudder through my arms that left them aching. Another blow came down, too direct to be diverted by the sword, and I dodged away, then sprinted between its legs and across the courtyard.

      I tried to activate Hidden Burrow to buy me some time, but the ground was too rocky. It seemed that I needed loose earth for that particular technique. 

      “Do you really believe this is the right path?” I shouted.  “Or are you just here for the power, like the rest of them?”

      Mahrai gritted her teeth and made a gesture with her staff.

      The golem bent, thrust its hands into the ground, and lifted up a chunk of the cobbled road that ran through the courtyard. It raised the mass above its head, then flung it at me.

      I countered with a Magma Burst that blasted from my hand, its fiery heat lighting up the night. It hit the torn-up road as it hurtled toward me and reduced it to a rain of boiling slag that pattered down on the other cobbles. 

      The golem roared and charged toward me. I dug into my reserves of Vigor again, but this time, I pulled out mud instead of magma. The ground in the center of the courtyard rippled, and the golem stepped into a Mud Entrapment.

      The golem’s weight immediately started dragging it down into the depths of the mud. It struggled against the cloying ooze and thrashed wildly at its surface. Then, it planted its hands in the ground beyond the mud, like a pair of spades digging into the dirt, and started dragging itself clear.

      I sheathed my sword and raised my hands together. This time, I held the magma back as it reached my hands, letting it build up inside me. It built and built while the golem strained against its entrapment and pulled itself, inch by oozing inch, out of the mud. At last, when the Vigor was almost too much to contain, I let fly.

      A Magma Burst shot from my hands and hurtled across the courtyard and hit the golem. There was a burst of melting rock that lit up the whole night like a firework. As its brightness faded, the last solid pieces of the golem fell into the mud and vanished from view.

      Gobbets of lava fell all across the courtyard. They melted into dirt, cobbles, and paving stones, bubbling and shining brightly. It was a spectacular sight, but also an intimidating one. I would have to be careful about using magma and hold it back for those moments when it was absolutely vital. Otherwise, I could end up destroying whole chunks of the city.

      My moment of triumph was cut short as Mahrai jumped from the rooftop toward me, her staff raised above her head, hair flying as wild as a forest fire. I drew the Depthless Dream Trident just in time to parry her first blow, swung it around in a counter-attack, and was blocked in turn by Mahrai.

      The crack of metal on wood echoed around the courtyard as we battered at each other with a frantic series of blows, each parry followed by another immediate attack. She was fast and skillful, but her emotions were clearly starting to get the better of her, and she attacked without pause or consideration. Sweat poured down both our brows as we worked ourselves up into a frenzy of violence.

      I knew I could have killed her easily; her close combat fighting left a lot to be desired. But I wanted to give her more time to consider my words. Up close like this, the earthy herbal musk that hung around Mahrai was more intense than ever before. Its scent filled my senses, strangely alluring despite the flash of weapons through the air. The intensity of her gaze and the fine lines of her face drew me in despite myself.

      “It’s good to see you up close,” I said as I countered an attack.  “Much better than when you were hiding behind a monstrous stone structure.”

      “You look good too,” she said, with a jab toward my ribs. “When you’re not playing dress up as one of the guards or talking shit.”

      I thrust the trident at her leg and dropped her. She scurried to her feet and snarled at me. 

      “You’re playing games,” she said. 

      “I’m enjoying our conversation,” I said. “Maybe we could take it somewhere else? Less clothes, a little mood lighting, and a bottle of shiraz?”

      “You talk nonsense.” She swung at my head, forcing me to duck. “Besides, you just minced my one method for staying alive in the world.”

      “Have you tried friends?”

      “I have no friends. Everyone who was anyone has left me behind.”

      Her next swing was even wilder than the ones that came before, an attack made up of pure fury. My feet touched the soft earth from where the golem had stripped the cobblestones, and I activated Hidden Burrow. The ground rushed up to meet me, and I was hidden beneath the sand. It took a lot of Vigor to maintain the position, but I felt like I had a few minutes at least.

      “You dare flee from me?” Mahrai spat. 

      “You said you didn’t have any friends, so I thought I’d stay down here while I gave you a proposition.” I wasn’t sure whether my voice would carry above the earth surrounding me, but Mahrai must have heard me because she responded.

      “What foolish proposition could you give me that I would consider for even a minute?”

      “Friendship,” I said. “I figure you haven’t met the right kind of people. Hell, if you’re just looking for some friends and you’ll stop being such a bitch, then you could just become one of mine.”

      “What?” Mahrai faltered.

      I erupted from the ground and landed onto the cobblestones beside her. Before she could react, I stepped in, grabbed her staff, and ripped it from her hands. With my other hand, I let go of the trident, and it clanged to the ground. I reached out and gently caressed her cheek.

      Mahrai closed her eyes, and a single tear ran down her face. “Fine. You played with my emotions by not killing me when you easily could have. And now, you promised me the one thing I could never have. Only so you could catch me by surprise and disarm me. Now, do me a mercy and finish me off.”

      I dropped her staff and embraced her. She stood stiffly in my arms until I lowered my face and kissed her on the forehead. Then, she began to shake.

      “I’ve got your back,” I said. “If you’ll trust me.”

      Mahrai looked up, tears in her eyes. “I’m just so tired. Tired of death and destruction. Tired of fooling myself that I was doing the right thing. Saruqin is pure evil, and I’ve been helping him.”

      “That’s over now. You can leave all of this behind, or if you want, you can help me set it right.”

      “I’d like that.” Her expression had softened, revealing the scared young woman behind the act of defiance and psychopathy.

      A loud clang sounded across the city. Mahrai looked around in alarm.

      “That’s the gates of the clan palace,” she said. “They’re doing their nightly patrols.”

      We both picked up our weapons and readied ourselves, standing side by side in the square, with the puddles of magma still glowing all around us. But though I was ready to fight if I must, my reserves of Vigor were badly depleted from the intensity of that Magma Burst and my Hidden Burrow. Mahrai was also drained, both physically and emotionally, her staff shaking in her hands.

      Howling cries emerged from the streets on the far side of the square. I caught glimpses of shining weapons, blazing torches, and malevolent faces topped with horns. 

      “What the fuck are they?” I’d seen non-human creatures before, but these were something else. Their forms were bloated and grotesque, covered in blood-red scales. They hunched over while they marched, but they were still at least seven feet tall. 

      “Lesser demons,” Mahrai said. “Saruqin has been trying to open a gateway to the demonic realm for months. It seems he’s finally succeeded.”

      Well, that was an interesting—and terrifying—development. But then I should probably have known that cultists were trying to do something nasty like opening up a portal and letting an army of demons into this world.

      “That explains the curfew,” I said as the movement came closer to the square. I could see that there were dozens of the demons, if not hundreds, all howling and hammering their black-bladed weapons together.

      “We can’t take them on,” I said. “Not alone. Not now.”

      I hated running from a fight, but this was a whole new kind of enemy that I knew nothing about. 

      “What else can we do?” Mahrai asked. “I have nowhere to go.”

      “Yeah, you do. You’re my friend now. But friends don’t betray each other. You show even one sign of betrayal, and I’ll finish what I started today.”

      “Understood,” Mahrai said, her eyes sparkling with sincerity. 

      My reply was a single nod before I turned and started running back toward the city gates, Mahrai trailing behind me. 
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      “This way!” Mahrai grabbed my hand and dragged me down a side street. Behind us, demonic howling echoed around the torch lit city like a storm of pure animal aggression.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “The mountain gate,” she replied. “Better chance of getting out that way.”

      We dashed through the streets, our footsteps hammering against the cobblestones. My heart was racing, the breath raw in my throat. Brief as it had been, the battle with the stone golem had used up a lot of my physical and magical energy. I needed to rest, and instead, I was running full tilt on aching legs toward an uncertain hope of safety.

      “Ha, they’ll never catch us!” Mahrai grinned she ran and flashed occasional pleased glances at me. Though her movements still betrayed her weariness, there was a lightness to her spirit that hadn’t been there before.

      “How can you be sure?” I asked, the words broken by deep breaths.

      “I can’t. But what’s life without a little risk?”

      The howling was growing louder. Either more demons were being unleashed or they were getting closer to us. The timing of events seemed far too coincidental, so I could only assume that Saruqin had discovered I was inside the city and was sending these demons to hunt me down. 

      The only thing that might stop the demons was the city walls, and even then, Saruqin might choose to let the beasts out after us.

      “Can you summon your stone golem again?” I asked. “That would be one hell of a distraction to cover our getaway.”

      “I can only do it once a day,” Mahrai said. “That means nothing until tomorrow.”

      “Shame,” I said.

      It was the first time I’d seen an Augmentation with that sort of limit, but I wasn’t surprised. If a golem burned up all of Mahrai’s Vigor, then a good night’s sleep would see it returned by morning. She didn’t seem like the meditative type, so she wouldn’t have the ability to regain her Vigor like I did. 

      We were getting closer to the walls now. The baying of the demons continued. When I glanced down the streets we ran past, I caught glimpses of torches, horns, and gleaming weapons. Their giant forms cast long shadows over the walls and streets. They might not have worked out where we were going, but as they spread out through Hyng’ohr, they were bound to stumble across us sooner or later.

      A pair of towers rose from the walls ahead and to the left—the upper peaks of the gatehouse. The torches were packed in more tightly here, creating an area of bright light that would make it impossible for anyone to sneak out unseen. In that light stood a score of guards, all armored and carrying hefty weapons.

      “Looks like we’ll have to fight our way out,” I said.

      Mahrai grinned. “It’s the only way to leave.”

      “You have betrayed our cause, priestess,” the lead guard said. “Saruqin saw your fate in the sands. You will die tonight.”

      “Really? Because I think Saruqin is full of shit. You’ll be the one to die tonight. Not me.”

      I drew the Sundered Heart Sword and considered sending Vigor down the blade to create flames. It would be an impressive show of strength, something that might intimidate the men before us. But I had so little Vigor left and was so weary from running, burning through my remaining reserves didn’t seem like a good idea.

      “We’d better make this quick.” Mahrai glanced back toward the sound of approaching demons.

      Suddenly, there was a burst of sand and a commotion near the back of the guards. Someone shouted in alarm, and most of the group looked around.

      There was another burst of sand near the front of the group, and Tahlis erupted from the ground. His spear darted back and forth, and three guards fell. By the time the others turned to face him, the guildmaster had disappeared back into a Hidden Burrow.

      A moment later, Tahlis popped up again, this time in the center of the guards. He knocked one of them out with a blow from the butt of his spear, then raised his hand. The air swirled, and a Sandstorm sprayed from him, scattering the guards. The sand billowed all around, filling the air, and I lost sight of the gate.

      The ground in front of me burst open, and Tahlis sprung out.

      “I thought you’d be here hours ago,” he said. “So slow, Swordslinger. But now that I’ve given us cover, we should get out of here.”

      I didn’t need telling twice. Together with Mahrai, I followed Tahlis through the Sandstorm into the shadows beneath the gateway. The lizardman flung back the bar that kept the gates closed and swung one of them open. We dashed through and headed out along the mountain path while the gate thudded shut behind us.

      We jogged along the path, our way illuminated by the moon and stars. The road was dusty and uneven compared with those in the city, and I had to dodge dozens of potholes, but I was still glad to be beyond the walls.

      “Were those demons back there?” Tahlis asked.

      “Lesser demons,” I said, almost surprised at how casually I’d just spoken about supernatural creatures from hell.

      “Worrying. I’ve tangled with those creatures before, and they’re seriously tough customers.”

      “You’re not exactly soft yourself,” Mahrai said. “Thank you for saving us.”

      “I have to ask: why are you here with us, instead of siding with the demons? Have you chosen the light?”

      Mahrai glanced at me with a smile. “Some kind of light, I guess.”

      I looked back the way we had come. They city was well behind us now, its gates firmly shut against the wilderness and the night. Though the howling of the demons could still be heard, it was growing more distant.

      “We can slow down,” I said as I reduced my pace to a swift walk. “They’re not following us out of the city.”

      “Not yet,” Tahlis said.

      We followed the path up the mountainside. The fortress loomed ahead of us, its windows black gaps amid dark walls, the moonlight catching the curves of domed tower tops.

      At the gates to the fortress, we were met by our side’s guards, a collection of volunteers from among the Pathless. They were wearing pieces of armor that had been dug out of the fortress’ supplies, mostly metal plates linked together with sections of chainmail, and they carried a selection of spears and other polearms.

      The guards waved as we approached, then froze when they spotted Mahrai. Their hands tightened around their weapons, and they watched her from beneath lowered brows. They backed together and raised trembling weapons to block her way.

      “What’s she doing here?” a Pathless guard asked, voice wavering.

      “She’s on our side now,” I said.

      “No,” another Pathless snapped. “She’s one of them. One of the ones who threatened us and imprisoned us.”

      “That was the past. Things have changed.”

      “Not her. I don’t believe it.”

      I glanced at Mahrai. This was going to get tricky.

      “Send someone to fetch Ganyir,” I said. “He’s the lord of this province, so he should decide what happens here.”

      One of the Pathless disappeared into the interior of the fortress. The rest of us stood stiffly outside the gates, watching each other, no one saying a word. Any time Mahrai moved, the Pathless jumped in alarm, as if the stone golem might appear at any moment.

      After a few minutes, Ganyir emerged. He was wearing robes instead of armor, and his hair was flattened on one side. It was the first time I’d seen him without his battle equipment, but he still struck an imposing figure. 

      He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, then stared at Mahrai. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      I walked up to Ganyir, taking Mahrai with me. He shifted his feet, ready in case of trouble, but his expression of wary interest didn’t change.

      “Mahrai has agreed to abandon Saruqin and join our side,” I said.

      “And why should we let her?” Ganyir asked. “She was one of his most important lieutenants, keeping innocent people in terror through the threat of her magic.”

      “That terror can work to our advantage now. Saruqin has more than guards and Augmenters; he has demons on his side. They swarmed the city and forced us to flee. Against all that, we’ve got a handful of rebels and the hope that people will rise up to join us. We need all the help we can get.”

      “The Swordslinger is right,” Tahlis said. “Mahrai has some powerful Augmentations, and she’s a skilled fighter. We need to make the most of that. I know that anger is guiding you right now, but we need to think in practicalities.”

      Ganyir stared at Mahrai, his arms crossed across his body, one finger tapping against his arm. At last, he nodded.

      “Fine. She can come in. But she’s your responsibility, Swordslinger.”

      The Pathless stepped well back, weapons still raised, and watched warily as we walked through the gates and into the fortress.

      “The others may still be awake,” Ganyir said. “I left them in the dining hall when I went to rest. We have new considerations now.” He glared at Mahrai, and I assured myself that I would be ready to kill her if she betrayed my trust.

      He headed across the courtyard in the direction of the war room, while I led Mahrai toward the dining hall. There, beneath sturdy stone arches, my traveling companions sat around a well-worn wooden table, talking, laughing, and drinking from clay cups. Plates lay between them, empty of everything except bones, the meat thoroughly stripped. A set of dice lay abandoned in the center of the table. They looked up when we came in, first with smiles, then with frowns as they realized who accompanied me. They pushed their seats away from the table, ready for anything.

      “Guys, as you know, this is Mahrai,” I said. “She’s decided to join our side.”

      “Has she really?” Vesma rolled her eyes. “I wonder why that was.”

      “My reasons are my own,” Mahrai snapped. “Do you want to make an issue out of them?”

      Vesma glared at her. I inched closer to Mahrai, ready to intervene if they started fighting. But Vesma took a deep breath, sat back, and turned her gaze to the tabletop.

      “Not going to make an issue,” she said. “I’m glad you chose the right side.”

      I turned to Mahrai. “Would you give us a minute?” 

      The woman nodded before she moved to the hallway outside. 

      “I’m not sure this is wise, husband,” Kumi said. 

      “I think she was being manipulated to join the cultists,” I explained. “I don’t know what Saruqin had against her, but it was something big. Besides, I’ve let her know what will happen if she shows any signs of treachery.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” Kegohr asked, genuinely unsure. 

      “I’ll kill her.” I placed a hand on the Sundered Heart’s pommel for emphasis. 

      “Right.” Kegohr nodded. 

      “I figure we do it now and get it over with,” Vesma said.

      Kumi sighed. “My brother Labu was a good man who did evil. Perhaps Mahrai is like him?”

      “Perhaps,” I said. “But we need an edge in the coming battle. And she could provide it. Sometimes, it’s worth allying with an enemy, or giving them a chance to do the right thing.”

      My friends all nodded, but they still seemed unsure. It was clear they would take my lead, though.

      I went to the hallway and brought Mahrai back into the room.

      Kegohr and Kumi, who had risen from their chairs, walked over to shake Mahrai’s hand.

      “Good to have you on the team.” Kegohr beamed. “Any friend of Ethan is good by me.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call us friends.” Mahrai shot me a sardonic smile. “But I hear that’s on offer.”

      “If there’s anything we can do to help, just ask,” Kumi said. “Are you hungry or thirsty?”

      “A drink would be good,” Mahrai answered. “Fighting this one was thirsty work, and then there was being chased by demons.”

      “Demons?” Vesma’s face turned white. “Saruqin has demons?” 

      Kumi fetched water and wine while the rest of us sat down. Mahrai explained what had happened during the evening. Soon, all five of us were talking eagerly about how we could tackle the demons and how Mahrai’s powers could best be deployed alongside the rest of our arms. Old enmities were forgotten, for a while at least.

      A Pathless walked in and came to stand beside me.

      “Excuse me, Swordslinger,” he said. “Lord Ganyir would like to see you all in the war room.”

      “You guys should come with,” I said to my friends.

      We followed the messenger down a passage to the war room, where Ganyir sat at the table with Tahlis perched to his right and a map of the city and surrounding area spread out in front of him. He looked up as we came in and nodded in silent greeting. It wasn’t until we were all seated and watching him attentively that he spoke.

      “Now that we have Mahrai and her golem on our side, I know exactly where to strike to hit the Unswerving Shadows and break their hold over my people.” He pointed to the place on the map where the road from the fortress reached the city walls. “We will strike directly at the pathway gate. It isn’t as large or as strong as the main city gate, and so will be easier to break. We will use Mahrai’s golem to punch through it and provide a gap in the city’s defenses.”

      “If it means paying for my past sins, I’ll do it,” Mahrai said. “But I follow only the orders of the Swordslinger.”

      “You’ve joined us, so you’ll do as you’re told.” Ganyir picked up a sheet of paper and ran his eyes down a list. “Unless you want to go back to Saruqin.”

      Mahrai’s hand tightened around the arm of her chair, but she didn’t come back with the angry retort I had expected. There really was more to her than the shows of bravado I’d seen in the field.

      “We strike first thing tomorrow morning,” Ganyir said. “We have something close to a fully equipped army, and I am determined to make the most of it. There are many among the Pathless who have chosen to take up arms beside us. There are the initiates from the Steadfast Horn Guild, who are growing in strength and confidence under Ethan and Tahlis’ tutelage. And there are yourselves, a skilled and powerful group of Augmenters to take on Saruqin and the cult priests. Between us, we will not only gain a foothold, but we will drive them out of the city. We will take what has been stolen and broken. We will liberate it, repair it, renew it. We will bring the Gonki Valley back to the glory it once knew.”

      There was a pregnant silence in the war room. I couldn’t help feeling somewhat proud of the lord. Gone was the depressed and apathetic man I’d met days ago. 

      “We’ll crush them,” Mahrai said, breaking the silence.

      Then, we set to talking about the details, looking at the map of the city and deciding who would best be fielded where. Mahrai knew where troops were positioned within the city, where the priests went and when, and that gave us an advantage. There was no guarantee that they would stick to those routines now that she was gone, but by striking quickly, we could take our opportunity before they had much time to act.

      Within an hour, we were done. The bright camaraderie of the dining hall was gone, but in its place was something solid and determined, the seven of us united in our resolve to take back Hyng’ohr.

      “Go rest,” Ganyir said. “Tomorrow, we march to war.”

      I said goodnight to my friends and turned to look for Mahrai. She was disappearing through a small doorway in the back of the room. I followed and found myself in a narrow spiral staircase.

      I walked up the stairs that wound around and around for several floors. Although doorways opened off into other spaces, including corridors lined with bedrooms, the sound of Mahrai’s footsteps told me that she was heading still further up. By the time those footsteps stopped, I was near the zenith of the fortress’ tallest tower.

      I emerged from the top of the stairwell into a round room. In the center, a telescope on an elaborate platform pointed up at a domed ceiling made of panels that could be slid aside with a system of pulleys. To one side was a desk holding a pile of dusty papers. Next to that, books, scrolls, and scraps of paper littered a set of shelves. At the far side of the room, beside the doorway to a balcony, was a long, wide couch, piled with blankets and cushions. Whoever had once spent their hours studying the stars here, it seemed that they hadn’t been good at making the time to get away and sleep in a proper bed.

      The door swung shut behind me with a thud. I walked around the telescope to the doorway and found Mahrai on the balcony, a smaller telescope in her hands, staring not at the heavens but at Hyng’ohr City. I wondered for a moment how she’d known where to find this place, but then this was a previously enemy-occupied fortress, so she’d probably been here dozens of times before. 

      “Look,” she said as she handed me the telescope. “You can see where you destroyed my golem. The lava is still glowing in the square.”

      She wrapped her hands around mine and guided me until the telescope was pointing in the right direction. She was absolutely right; the courtyard was still alight with the energy from our confrontation, glowing blobs scattered amid dark stone. Beyond a patch of dried earth that might once have been grass, I saw a grand building looking out across the square. Servants and soldiers were running in and out of its wide iron gates.

      “What is that building?” I asked.

      “That’s the palace,” Mahrai replied. “It’s where Saruqin and his lieutenants are based. If we’re going to take them out, then that’s our target.”

      Her voice wavered, and I felt the trembling of her hand as I gave her back the telescope.

      “Are you doing okay?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Not having second thoughts about changing sides?”

      “Absolutely not. Those people used me to hurt others. Now, I’m going to make them hurt.”

      She leaned into the room and tossed the telescope down on the sofa, then turned to face me again.

      “Go ahead and ask,” she said. “I know you want to.”

      “All right. How did you end up working with those guys in the first place?”

      “It’s a long story. Starts back when I was just a kid. My family was killed in Emperor Talekon’s wars—mother, father, both my older brothers. I was left all alone. For the first few years, I roamed from place to place as a beggar, often looking for attention from the guilds. I had some Augmenting talent, but without attention and someone to nurture it, it never grew. I didn’t have what it took to get into a guild properly, and there was no one else to take me in.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself as if cold, though a warm wind was blowing. I reached for her, but she stepped back off the balcony and into the observatory, where she began pacing slowly around the grand telescope.

      “While I wandered, I heard things about those who had served the Emperor and where their paths had taken them. In particular, I heard that some of his top generals had followed the Path of Peace after the war. Ironic, right? Their violence had left my family dead, and now, they got to step away and leave the blood behind. It was clear that there was no justice in the world, just what we could take. I didn’t want to see the world like that, but what other choice did I have?”

      I laid a hand on her shoulder. “That sounds rough.”

      She reached up to squeeze that hand, then turned toward me. She didn’t look me in the eye but instead stared straight ahead at my chest. Her hand ran down the front of my robe, across silk dusty from travel and combat.

      “Eventually, I met members of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows,” she continued. “Given our shared disgust at the Path of Peace, it was easy enough for them to recruit me and to set me on the Straight Path. There were parts of it that never sat well with me, but it opposed the Path of Peace, and in my youthful fury, that was all that mattered. With their help, I tapped into my Augmenting talents and discovered that I had more power than anyone had ever guessed. I learned the Summon Golem technique and found that by using it, I could make others fear me, just as I had always lived in fear. Now, the world would be mine.

      “I became the cult’s enforcer. They tolerated just enough of my dissent to keep me on their side. I learned to obey and to accept, because they were the people who had accepted me, and because they offered my best chance to avenge my losses.”

      “You have other people who accept you now.” I tilted her chin up so that she looked me in the eye. “You know that, right?”

      “My entire life has taught me one lesson: that you should try to own power and use it to inspire fear. I don’t know how to make friends.”

      “You’ll learn.”

      She knocked my hand away and stepped back. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice heavy with suspicion. “Why did you spare me instead of killing me in the courtyard?”

      “A gut feeling. I sensed that there was more to you than another cruel killer like the others of the Unswerving Shadows. I’m glad I did it and that you took the choice while it was there.”

      “No one had offered me a way back onto the Wandering Path before. But it’s easy for someone like you to talk about that choice. You don’t have to rely on a golem you can only make once a day to create the fear that keeps you alive.”

      “You don’t have to rely on that. There’s so much more to you.” I laughed. “Besides, I defeated it every time it showed up. You can hardly rely on something like that.”

      “You’re right.” She frowned and stared down. “I have nothing more to offer.”

      “You could expand your repertoire. My team are learning new tricks every day, new ways to use our powers. Even with just one element, you can do all sorts of things.”

      She stroked her chin thoughtfully, then stepped in close to me.

      “What will you and your team do if we win this fight tomorrow?” she asked.

      I looked at her long and hard, this fierce woman with her piercing eyes, her slender curves, and her bright shock of hair.

      “Guess we’ll get back on the road,” I said. “Go back to finding other places to help and other people to free. Y’know, more cultists to kill.”

      Something flashed in Mahrai’s eyes. Her hand shot out, and she grabbed me around the neck, then pulled my head down. She kissed me fiercely and swiftly, ending with my lower lip caught between her teeth.

      “Better make the most of you while you’re still here, then,” she said.

      She shoved me back against the telescope mount and tore my robes open. One hand slid down the front of my pants and grabbed hold, making me shudder in excitement as she set to work. She pressed up against me, kissing my neck and chest, the nails of her other hand raking my back.

      I slid my hands down her sides, one drifting gently across her belly and then up to caress her breast.

      Mahrai grabbed my wrist and twisted it around, like she was disarming an opponent. 

      “Save the slow and tender bullshit for your princess,” she said. “I like my men strong and rough. You think you can manage that?”

      I smiled. “I can manage.”

      I twisted back, got hold of her arm, and forced her around, pressing her up against the telescope. I seized both of her hands and pinned them above her head with one of my own. I ripped open the front of her robe, squeezed her pert, pale breast tight, and pushed my body against hers.

      “That’s better.” She grinned.

      She tugged one hand free, grabbed me by the hair, and pressed my face to hers. We kissed wildly, our bodies writhing against each other. Then, she yanked my head back, slid her lips down my neck, and left a bite mark on the skin over my collarbone.

      I took a step back and twisted her arm, forcing her to her knees.

      “Well played,” she said, a flash of mischief in her eyes. “But what could you have in mind?”

      With her free hand, she unfastened my pants and let them fall to the floor. She placed her lips around me, and I gasped as her tongue danced back and forth, making me tingle with pleasure. Her hand reached around behind to squeeze my ass, then ran down the back of my leg, nails hard against my skin.

      I let go of her hand and placed both of mine on her head, combing them through her hair.

      “You like that, don’t you?” She moved her head back. “But how about this?”

      She grabbed me by the ankles and pulled my legs out from under me. I crashed to the ground and before I had a chance to get my bearings, she had scrambled on top of me, trapping me in place. She tore off the last of her clothes and cast them aside, then straddled my hips. As she sank onto me, we both moaned in delight.

      She rose and fell against me, moving fast and hard, as though she was trying to beat me into submission. This was a fight I was happy to lose.

      I slid a hand down her belly and pressed it between her legs, drawing a fresh moan of delight. With the other, I grabbed her breast, squeezing the flesh and pinching the nipple between my fingers. She ran a hand up and down my body while the other settled on my throat and squeezed not quite hard enough to choke me. The floorboards were rough against my back, but that just added to the intensity of the moment.

      “You might have won earlier,” she said. “But I’m in charge now.”

      “Really?”

      I tried to grip her arm, but she knocked my hand aside. We grabbed hold of each other and went rolling across the floor, our bodies entwined in something that was almost close combat. Then, I was on my back again, and she was springing up. I leaped to my feet, grabbed her from behind as she laughed and tried to get away, and pressed her up against the wall. I wrapped one arm around her, pinning her close even as I cupped her breast, lifted up one of her legs with my other hand, and slid inside. Mahrai gasped, grinned, and turned her head. I leaned close and kissed her across her shoulder. I pressed against her with the same speed and intensity she had shown me, stabbing with the only weapon this fight would allow.

      Our bodies shuddered as we slammed into each other again and again. She braced herself against the wall with one hand, while the other slid back and squeezed my ass so hard that I felt her nails dig in. I pushed harder, faster, building toward a climax.

      Mahrai broke free one last time and twisted around to face me. We sank into each other, and she wrapped her legs around me as I pushed her against the wall. Our bodies ran with sweat and dust, our skin slid against each other, and our moans joined in a single chorus until we hit a glorious peak, my body tingling from head to toe, and she cried out as we came.

      Laughing and gasping, I stumbled back from the wall, Mahrai still wrapped around me. I dropped her onto the sofa and then lay down beside her. She squeezed me tight, then collapsed, exhausted against my chest. Moments later, she was asleep.

      I could feel myself heading toward sleep too. I grinned as I lay there, thinking about the day that had just passed and the one ahead. Our chance to liberate the valley and defeat the Unswerving Shadows was almost here. Things were going to get hectic, and I was glad to have Mahrai on our side for the fight. It would have been worth it just for our own private skirmish, but it was tomorrow that she would really come into her own.
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      A loud thumping woke me with a start. I sat bolt upright on the couch. Mahrai did the same, her head shifting from side to side as she looked around for the source of the noise.

      The sky beyond the balcony was gray, the first pre-dawn light casting back the darkness of night and promising a new start for the land. Down the mountain, the towers of Hyng’ohr stood silhouetted against that gray, sentinels against the change sweeping across the sky. Little did their inhabitants know that change was coming in a far more forceful form.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” Kegohr bellowed as he banged on the door again. “You in there Ethan?”

      “I’m here. Just give me a minute.” I wasn’t sure how he’d found us, but Mahrai’s moans had probably been broadcast through the whole fortress. Vesma and Kumi would probably have been surprised, but they wouldn’t be mad; we’d already established that the Swordslinger would have a many-to-one relationship with his wives. 

      Mahrai swore and jumped off the couch. She snatched up her clothes and started hastily getting dressed, pulling on her tights, bodice, and skirt. 

      Following Mahrai’s lead, I walked around the room and grabbed my scattered clothes. The frenzy of the night before had left them a little torn, but there was nothing that couldn’t be covered up by careful layering, for now at least. With less haste but almost as much speed as Mahrai, I got into my robes and belted them up. It was time to return to the world and the work awaiting us.

      Mahrai watched impatiently as I finished getting dressed, her foot tapping as she stood by the door. Once I was done, I went over, flashed her a last private smile before we left our sanctum behind, and opened the door.

      Kegohr stood grinning in the doorway. He was all geared up for war, with leather bracers on his arms and his mace strapped across his back. His grin exposed the tusks at the corners of his mouth and the sharp teeth between them.

      “We’re about ready to leave,” he said. “Just waiting on you and Mahrai. Lucky thing I found you together.”

      He winked, and I stifled a laugh. Mahrai barged past us, glaring at Kegohr as she went, and headed down the stairs.

      “What are you waiting for?” she called back. “I joined your side to fight, not sit around giggling.”

      We hurried down the stairs and into the war room, where Mahrai and I had left our weapons the night before. She took up her staff, while I belted on the Sundered Heart Sword and slung the Depthless Dream Trident across my back. Yono and Nydarth chuckled to each other but didn’t say anything audible. 

      We headed out into the courtyard where our improvised army was assembled beneath the obdurate stone walls of the fortress. 

      The remaining initiates of the Steadfast Horn Guild were clustered in one corner, Onvar sharpening his sword, Drek tightening his armor, Elorinelle checking the flights of her arrows. Their heads were held high, their bodies ready for action, buoyed by the confidence that came from having survived their first battle. The wariness that encounter had left also showed as each of them carefully assessed both their own equipment and the people they would fight alongside.

      Most of those people were the Pathless who had gathered in the center of the yard. They were equipped with a mismatched selection of weapons and armor dug out of the depths of the fortress. Most carried heavy, two-handed weapons with blunt heads designed to crush and smash. A few had spears or long swords, and two carried shields. Several had war drums, and these stood at the corners of the group, ready to keep pace and assert order as they headed to war. In the small amount of time available to him, Ganyir had done a good job of getting his troops into line.

      Tahlis sat on the steps leading from the war room, his spear resting across his knees and his blind eyes seeming to stare into the distance. As Mahrai and I emerged, he turned his head toward me, and his tongue darted out to taste the breeze.

      “Had a good night, did you?” he asked slyly.

      “Better than a night with a dusty old lizard,” Mahrai said. “For starters, I don’t have sand everywhere.”

      Ganyir appeared at the top of the stairs behind us. He was fully armored once more, encased in his shell of metal plates. He raised his gauntleted hands, and the crowd went silent.

      “For too long, the Cult of Unswerving Shadows has cast its pall across our land,” he declared. “Its cruelty and spite has seeped into our society like a poison, leading to pain and oppression. The blight runs so deep that the land itself has become sick, dried out and uninhabitable to those who once called it home.

      “Today, we go to change that. Not just a small elite, but citizens from across the society of Gonki. Powerful Augmenters stand side by side with humble farmers and shopkeepers, because this is what makes us strong, not the single-minded pursuit of our own greatness that the Straight Path exalts but the willingness, the passion even, to lift up those around us.

      “Today, we march on Hyng’ohr city. Mahrai’s golem, which for so long was a symbol of our oppression, will now become the tool of our triumph. It will make an opening, and we will seize it. We will fight our way into the city and liberate it from those who have ruined so many lives.

      “Remember, we are liberators not conquerors, and these are our own people. Do not raise your hand against any of the population who go unarmed about their business or who are simply trying to stay safe. Seek out only those who would harm you and bring that harm down upon them. Teach them the lesson of what it means for justice to come.

      “Our targets are Saruqin and the priests of the Unswerving Shadows Cult. They are holed up in the palace in the center of the city. Our focus is on getting to them, even if that means letting other foes get away. We have surprise on our side, but they have numbers, and we cannot afford to become bogged down. Our strategy is not to destroy the body of the enemy. It is to chop off the head and see the body fall.

      “Raise your weapons high and lift your heads proudly. Ours is the true path, and today, our route is clear. We march for Gonki. We march for Hyng’ohr. We march for freedom!”

      I stood in silence, a proud smile on my face, while everyone cheered and pumped their fists in the air. The drummers pounded the skins, a wild crescendo of noise that echoed, formless and proud, around the courtyard. Then, at a signal from Ganyir, they settled into a steady beat. The gates swung open, and we marched out to war.

      Mahrai and I joined the head of the column, just behind Ganyir. My traveling companions were there, as was Tahlis. His initiates came close behind.

      “At last,” Mahrai said, “I get to show that stuck-up prick Saruqin how I really feel.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “Gonna knock some heads together until they’re ringing, you know?”

      “The hard part won’t be getting into the city; it’ll be getting into the palace. Saruqin knows that half the population hates him, so he’s put his best troops between him and the rest of Hyng’ohr.”

      “So, we save our Vigor until we’re getting close in, yeah?” Kegohr asked. 

      “Maybe you can, but mine will be needed before that. I have to summon the golem to get us through the gates. Of course, it can do a lot more once it’s through…”

      While Mahrai and Kegohr enthused about the fight ahead, I turned to look at Kumi. She had her butterfly knives on her back and several water skins slung around her on leather cords. There was a twinkle in her eyes.

      “You look a lot happier,” I said.

      “I found a well in the fortress,” she said. “And plenty of water skins. Now, I can use my Wild Augmenting properly despite the dryness of this place. Lives are going to be saved today thanks to that well.”

      “And thanks to you.”

      She laid a hand on my arm. “You’re looking very chippery yourself.”

      Her gaze darted from me to Mahrai and then back again. She smiled. It was a smile that made me amazed at just how lucky I’d become.

      “I guess I am feeling good,” I said. “Good company and a sense of purpose really brightens my mood.”

      Ahead of us, Vesma and Tahlis were deep in conversation. Some of Vesma’s earnestness had rubbed off on the lizardman, whose usual impish demeanor was replaced with a stern expression and serious voice.

      “Tell me about these priests,” she said. “What can we expect?”

      “Augmenting,” Tahlis said. “But not varied. Saruqin doesn’t encourage flexible thinking in his minions—probably afraid of what would happen if they got ideas of their own.”

      “And weapons?”

      “Some of them. But that’s not what we need to worry about. What we need to worry about is the demons…”

      We marched on through the pre-dawn gloom, discussing the battle ahead while the world grew lighter around us. As the sun rose in the east, it cast a warm glow across city, mountains, and desert, and we reached the foot of the city walls.

      Ganyir halted us a hundred yards from the mountain gate, then gestured Mahrai forward. She stepped into the open and raised her staff above her head, then brought it down. There was a crash out of all proportion to the weight of the staff as Vigor flowed from her. The ground shook, and the city walls trembled. My teeth rattled against each other.

      A stone hand burst out of the ground. Another followed. They flattened against the earth and heaved. Slowly, the golem rose from the dirt beneath our feet, a being of solid stone. Dirt and pebbles pattered on the ground as it emerged, dragging itself first onto its knees, then to its feet, standing like a vast monument as it faced the gate.

      Arrows shot out of the towers to either side of the entrance. They bounced harmlessly off the stone beast, and it stomped forward, indifferent to the projectiles clattering off its sides. The projectiles continued to strike it as it grabbed hold of the top of the gatehouse. The colossal minion steadied itself, swung its leg, and kicked the gates.

      With a great crack and a shower of splinters, the gate doors gave way. They slammed back against the walls, leaving the way into the city clear. At a gesture from Mahrai, the golem stooped and walked through the portal. Within, there were cries of panic as guards saw what was coming for them.

      “Charge!” Ganyir bellowed. “For Gonki!”

      “For Gonki!” the Pathless shouted as they ran after him and followed the golem through the gates. 

      I was already ahead of them, my every step twice as long as theirs. The archers took a few half-hearted shots at us from the walls, and one of the Pathless stumbled aside with an arrow protruding from his shoulder, but within moments, the rest of us were through the walls and into the city.

      In the streets beyond the walls, clan guards were rushing from every adjoining street to stop us. These were the men and women who had committed themselves to the Unswerving Shadows and the Straight Path, ready to kill and to die for it. They attacked with savage ferocity, neither offering nor asking for any quarter. Weapons flashed in the sunlight and crashed against each other. Together with the war cries of the warriors and the screams of the injured, they filled the air with a terrible cacophony.

      An enemy guard lunged at me with a vicious-looking spear, its blade barbed and its shaft spiked. I parried with the Sundered Heart Sword, then counter-attacked, slicing through his arm. He howled and swung the spear at me one-handed. I dodged, brought my blade up, and cut him down.

      To my right, Kegohr closed his eyes and let out a deep, rumbling growl. His body glowed as the Spirit of the Wildfire flowed through him, lending him extra strength and fury. He took a running jump and hurtled through the air to land on the golem’s back.

      Hanging from the rocky crags of the golem with one hand, Kegohr swung his mace with the other. Granted the advantage of height by hanging from the golem and extra strength from the Wildfire, his blows hit the guards like a wrecking ball. Bodies went flying as the golem strode through the approaching defenders, Kegohr laying waste to left and right.

      Two more guards came running at me, maces raised high. I channeled mud Vigor and sent it down through the ground. The street in front of them turned into a Mud Entrapment, and they stumbled straight into the mire in their eagerness to attack.

      One of the guards was more agile than the other. He managed to keep moving through the mud by wrenching each foot clear in turn and making large strides to minimize his contact with the mud. I waited for him at the edge of the Entrapment, and as he got near, his demeanor changed. He stopped his slow, careful steps and instead, started pushing forward through the morass, his weapon raised.

      I needed to save my Vigor for the demons, cultists, and finally Saruqin, so I focused on avoiding any more martial techniques or arcane arts. I waited until he was almost at the edge of my trap, then swung the Sundered Heart. He parried with his mace, but without being able to move his feet and adjust his balance, the weapon was unwieldy. His weight shifted and struggled to bring the mace back around. I took the opportunity to lunge at his body, and he swung his weapon hastily to block me. Overcompensating against my feint, he brought his mace all the way down into the mud with a sticky squelch. As he struggled to free it, I stabbed at him again, and this time, there was nothing to stop me. He flopped over, blood running from his throat.

      The other guard had panicked when he found himself sinking in the mud. The more he flailed around, the more trapped he became. I stalked around the entrapment to get close to him. Seeing me coming, he reached behind him with the one hand that was clear of the mud. He drew a knife and pulled it back, ready to throw at me, but I was quicker on the draw. I blasted him in the face with a small Untamed Torch that only used a little Vigor, and he slumped fully into the ooze, mud coating the blackened and smoking remains of his head.

      The Pathless advanced slowly but steadily up the street, their war drums beating. At their head was Ganyir, clearing the way for his followers. Each time a fresh wave of guards came, he stooped and punched the street with his gauntleted fist, launching a Ground Strike. The earth rippled in front of him, and a wave of power shot forth, knocking the enemies over and crushing some against the walls of nearby buildings. Afterward, the Pathless advanced, finishing off the most vulnerable enemies and forcing the others to retreat.

      To my other side, the fighting was more chaotic and even more destructive. My companions and the initiates each fought with their own distinct style, sometimes individually and sometimes in groups. They tackled bands of guards who came running from the walls and others that tried to outflank us through side streets. Magic flew, and weapons flashed. 

      Through it all, Tahlis kept appearing and disappearing amid Sandstorms. He popped out of the ground in a cloud of sand, stabbed and sliced at enemies with his spear, then vanished before they could retaliate, only to reappear in a different part of the battlefield. Enemy guards looked around for him with growing terror, opening themselves up to other attacks. So far, the battle was going our way.

      Following the lead set by Ganyir and the golem, we advanced down the main street from the gate to the square in the heart of the city. We didn’t wait to finish off the guards that came at us from the sides or behind, just fended them off and kept advancing. As Ganyir had said, we needed to focus on chopping the head off this brutal beast.

      At last, we reached the square. Here, we could spread out and make the most of our individual skills. But the space would also make it easier for Saruqin to bring his numbers to bear. We had to keep pressing on before he could rally and outnumber us. There was a patch of dried earth about a hundred yards across that connected the square to the temple steps. It would prove useful if I needed to use Hidden Burrow. 

      As we reached the center of the square, there was a crash. All around us, doors burst open and soldiers streamed out, dressed in full clan regalia, weapons in their hands. The guards stepped back and disengaged from fighting with us, looks of relief on their faces.

      I turned to face the approaching ambush. These were the sorts of numbers we had feared, coming at us from every direction. More than that, they were disciplined in a way the guards weren’t. They gathered around us in strictly regimented formation, imposing lines of warriors in polished armor and matching uniforms.

      A soldier in a plumed helmet shouted, and they came to a halt. They raised their weapons.

      I braced myself, ready for the attack.

      The leader shouted again. The soldiers clicked their feet together and then, as one, they sank to their knees and held their weapons out in front of them.

      “My Lord Ganyir,” the officer said, his plume drooping past his bowed head, his warhammer held out in both hands. “We come to pledge our allegiance to you once more. When we learned that Mahrai had joined your side, we understood that Saruqin was not all-powerful. Still, we failed you and now, we stand ready to receive whatever punishment you see fit. But first, let us help you make this right.”

      Around the square, the expressions on the faces of Saruqin’s guards turned from triumph to dismay. They backed away, weapons clutched tight, conceding the square to us.

      Ganyir laid a hand on the head of the leading soldier. “You need fear no punishment, Rendar. You did what you thought was right for the city, for the province, and for their people. Yes, you made a mistake, but as you say, you now have a chance to put that right.”

      Ganyir stepped back, and Rendar rose to his feet. The others followed his lead, standing up and readying their weapons.

      “Today is a glorious day,” Ganyir bellowed so that they could all hear. “Today, we take back our destinies from those who would corrupt them. We cleanse our city of the ungodly heathens who have populated it for so long. In their place, we restore the Wandering Path. We accept that life is not easy, that we must sometimes accept hardship and delays, but that the result is a kinder, better world. One in which we help each other up, lift our land up, and rise together to a brighter future.

      “For Gonki!”

      “For Gonki!” the soldiers cried out and slammed their fists against their chests.

      While Ganyir was speaking, I had worked my way around the outside of the crowd. I now stood in front of the palace, looking up the steps to its imposing iron gates and towering central building. Unlike the city’s other stone buildings, it wasn’t built from local rock. Instead, it had been made from slabs of marble, imported at the height of Gonki’s grandeur. Patterns of dark and light stone spiraled up its sides, smooth and mottled. Further up, wide windows and soaring balconies looked out across the world.

      There were no signs of enemy guards or the demons that had swarmed over the city the night before. In front of the palace, a barricade had been erected. It crossed the entire width of the square, a mass of carts, furniture, and even chunks of buildings. Though haphazardly heaped, it was still sturdy and high enough that it would prove an obstacle to our attack.

      I noticed movement beneath the barricade, and saw guards hiding behind an upturned cart, covered in the blood of their comrades. They must have been the final survivors of those who’d been stationed at the gates and the outer streets of the city. They watched me nervously, unsure whether I’d spotted them. They had retreated this far, but crossing the barricade would be too powerfully symbolic an act, or perhaps it would draw them to Saruqin’s attention, and so here they were making their stand.

      “You could surrender,” I said after I’d walked to the upturned cart. “Return to service under Lord Ganyir and to the Wandering Path.”

      “The Straight Path is the only path,” one snarled.

      “Death to Ganyir,” said another, hidden from view.

      “I was afraid you’d say that.”

      I charged at them, the Sundered Heart Sword in my hand. I jumped onto the cart and then propelled myself behind it. The first guard raised his mace to block my blow. As I came down, I sliced clean through the shaft of the weapon and into his body. As he dropped, another two moved around, trying to get at me from both sides. I focused my Vigor through my feet and jumped, slamming both boots down like I’d seen the earth Augmenters do. This time, a Ground Strike rippled from both my feet in the direction my toes were pointing, right at the two guards. I’d only used a little Vigor, so the technique wasn’t very stong, but it did enough to make them stumble. 

      The one on my right was the first to steady himself, and he brought a curved, two-handed sword up in a smart parry as I swung the Sundered Heart. The weapons hit each other, producing a sonorous ring. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the entirety of Ganyir’s army was watching me deal with the final city guardsmen. The soldier in front of me snarled, and I quickly dispatched him with a swift stab. 

      The last of the guards charged at me, screaming his defiance. I spun around, activated a Flame Shield the size of a buckler over my left hand,  and caught the blow. I stepped aside, and his momentum carried him past. I dragged my sword across his stomach, and his innards spilled out while his feet continued to carry him forward. The gruesome trail he left behind almost reached the gathered army. 

      When I was done, the army stood watching me. 

      “This is the Swordslinger,” Ganyir said. “He carries two spirit weapons and wields many elements. With him on our side, Saruqin and the Unswerving Shadows are destined to fall.”

      “They have demons, my lord,” Rendar said.

      “And we will send them back to the hells they came from,” Ganyir countered, far more confident than I’d ever seen him.

      A sound emerged from the palace. An unearthly shriek like a beast dying in the night. It came from one throat at first but then grew to dozens, even hundreds. Their chorus resounded from the windows of the palace and out across the city.

      The palace doors swung open with an almighty clang. A horde of demons swarmed out, their bodies black and red, covered in patches of fur and scales. Horns rose from their foreheads, and their eyes glowed with a terrible red light. Some held weapons, spiked and vicious things, tarnished and rusted from centuries of abuse. Others were bare-handed but far from defenseless, their claws long and sharp, their exposed teeth jagged. They came swarming down the palace steps.

      I stepped back toward the rest of the army. The demons kept coming, howling and screeching as they hit the barricade and flowed across it with wild leaps.

      “Hold your ground!” Ganyir bellowed. “Get ready!”

      The demons reached the foremost wing of our army, where some of the newly acquired soldiers stood. The hideous beasts charged straight at them, indifferent to their weapons. One ran onto a spear and kept moving, dragging itself down the shaft until it could reach the soldier and massacre his face with its talons. Another laughed maniacally as a sword sliced across its arm, then sprung onto its attacker and tore his throat open with its bare teeth.

      A wave of panic rippled through the soldiers. Some backed slowly away, trying to fend of the indestructible demons, while others turned and fled. The demons leaped onto the backs of the terrified soldiers and ripped them limb from limb.

      As suddenly as it had appeared, our new army began to collapse.
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      The demons ripped into the soldiers. Blood flew as they tore through the ranks, gouging flesh and tearing off limbs. Some attacked with their ancient and rust-encrusted weapons, but most attacked with a bare-handed ferocity, using claws and teeth to destroy living bodies.

      The soldiers tried to fight back. Maces, clubs, and spears swung through the air to batter at the demons. But while they could sometimes hold the beasts back, the soldiers could do them no real harm. Weapons bounced uselessly off the creatures’ hides. When they did penetrate, the wounds healed almost immediately, black blood crusting over, then vanishing from sight.

      If the soldiers couldn’t hurt the demons, then I had to find some way to get them clear. We needed a technique to force the enemies back or somehow move them away. And fortunately, the past week had given me the power I needed.

      “Steadfast Horn!” I shouted. “To me!”

      Drek, Elorinelle, and Onvar came running. They lined up beside me, facing the demons.

      “We gonna smash them?” Drek slapped his club against the palm of his hand.

      “Not like that,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the savage shrieks. “We’re going to use Augmenting.”

      I quickly explained my plan, then joined the initiates in a line facing the horned throng. We each sank to one knee and raised a fist.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” the initiates replied.

      “Now!”

      We slammed our fists into the ground and unleashed our Vigor. Four Ground Strikes launched as one, an undulating wave that tore through the cobbles and paving stones of the market square. The ripple of earth power hit the lesser demons like a stone tsunami. Some were hurled into the air, flung against the walls of buildings or back across the barricade. A few were flattened when two Ground Strikes met in the middle. The rest were knocked from their feet and in a massed tangle of limbs. 

      A few of the soldiers were caught in the magical attack and knocked back into their own ranks. The others helped them to their feet and pulled back, away from the recovering demons.

      Except that some of the demons weren’t recovering. They lay twitching and broken, limbs twisted at terrible angles, parts of their bodies crushed between Vigor-infused rocks.

      I fired a small Burning Wheel into their masses, and it tore through them. It didn’t do a lot of damage, but I’d only used a little Vigor, mostly to test my theory. 

      Steel hadn’t hurt the demons, but apparently Augmenting could. 

      I grinned and turned to my allies. “Augmenters, quick! Focus all your efforts on martial techniques.”

      Vesma and Kegohr ran over, hands raised and fire forming between them. As the first of the demons got back to their feet, my fellow fire Augmenters launched a pair of Untamed Torches. The blasts of flame blazed through the air and rippled through the demons. But when the spells were gone, the enemies were still standing, unburned and unbroken.

      “Is it only earth that works?” Vesma glared at the lack of destruction.

      “Maybe it’s about magnitude,” I said. “Try again, and I’ll give it an extra twist.”

      Vesma and Kegohr summoned the Untamed Torch again. As the fire flashed from their hands, I added Flame Empowerment, increasing the size and intensity of the blazes.

      This time, the demons shrieked as the flames hit them. Those caught directly by the flames melted and collapsed, the remains of their bodies dissolving as fire crept along them. Others backed away from the sight, hissing and snarling.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah!” Kegohr said. “Let’s get these as hot as we can.”

      He summoned fire again, this time focusing it down into something more intense. I still wanted to save my Vigor for Saruqin and his cultists, so I put my efforts into Flame Empowerment since it didn’t consume as much resources to enhance someone else’s techniques. 

      At the barricade, more demons were streaming over, howling and cackling like they’d just been freed from a mental asylum. Mahrai sent her golem out to meet them, and the stone giant waded into the sea of wild creatures, swinging its arms and stamping its feet. The stone colossus battered them and threw them back across the barricade, but none of the creatures seemed to be harmed by its attacks.

      Physical weapons might not be able to hurt the creatures, but I had a way of making my blows into something more. I drew both the Sundered Heart Sword and the Depthless Dream Trident. Wielding one weapon in each hand, I closed my eyes and let the power flow through me—fire into the sword and water into the trident. It only look a little Vigor to imbue the weapons with elemental energy, but it was all I’d need. 

      When I opened my eyes, my arms were surrounded by circles of red and blue energy as the Vigor manifested around my body. Flames danced along the Sundered Heart, and ice crackled on the prongs of the Depthless Dream.

      While the initiates kept using Ground Strikes to counter one flank of the demon attack, I turned to face another. With magic flowing through both weapons and Yono and Nydarth cheering inside my mind, I leaped into the midst of the demons.

      As the first of the demons appeared in my path, I swung the Sundered Heart. The sword sliced through the creature’s neck, and its head went flying to land far away amid its foul brethren. The body remained upright for a long moment, then toppled and fell to the ground, oozing black blood.

      Two demons turned to face me, both carrying curved and rusted swords. When one of them swung, I caught the blow with my sword, and sparks flew. With a flick of the wrist, I knocked the demon’s blade aside, then stabbed it in the chest with the trident. It laughed as the prongs hit; then its eyes went wide as blood seeped from the wounds and ice spread out across its body.

      The second demon swung its weapon at me. I pivoted on the spot, used the trident to drag the wounded monster around, and put it in the way of the blow. The rusty sword buried itself in red flesh covered with patches of fur and scales. The fire died in the wounded demon’s eyes, and it fell to the ground, taking its comrade’s sword with it. I yanked the trident free, then stabbed the remaining demon with both weapons. Fire flashed across one side of its body and ice across the other before it collapsed in a charred and dampened mess.

      My success drew the attention of the other demons. They charged at me from every direction as I strode deeper into their midst, lashing out to right and left with my weapons. Bodies dropped as the monsters, which a moment ago had thought themselves immune, were shocked to discover that human weapons could work on them—if they were the right human weapons. I considered using an Acid Cloud but refrained; an area of effect skill like that would require far too much Vigor. 

      A demon landed on my back, wrapped its legs about my waist, and dug into my shoulders with its barbed claws. I thrust the Sundered Heart over my right shoulder, trying to stab it in the head. It swung left, so I jabbed over that shoulder with the trident and got lucky. Ice-cold steel sank into demon flesh, the pressure around my waist vanished, and it fell to the ground.

      Pain flared in my shoulder where the demon had dug in. If I was going to be able to fight the cultists, I couldn’t be walking around with a massive gash. The sun was high in the sky, and I used its energy to power sap magic. A patch of Sunlight Ichor appeared, a healing amber balm that settled on my skin and soaked up the sunshine, turning it into healing power. The pain began to ease, and with it the red marks on my flesh.

      That had been too close. If the demon had been armed, I could have ended up with a sword thrust through my shoulder. I was using too much Vigor already, but I needed better protection if I was going to keep wading into these horrors. 

      I dug deeper into my reserves and called forth Frozen Armor. Water seeped out through my flesh and across my skin, where it crackled and froze into place, forming armor plates all across my body, from jointed feet to sturdy pauldrons on my shoulders. Aside from my head, I was completely encased in armor so perfectly fitting that movements were as smooth as they had ever been.

      Another demon lunged at me, grabbed my arm, and bit down hard. Teeth shattered against the armor, and the creature shrieked with fury. I sliced its head off with a clean blow from my flaming sword.

      Now, I was in the very center of the demons that had come over the barricade, drawing as many as I could away from my allies and onto me. For now, they were where I wanted them to be. The creatures attacked wildly, almost blindly, with little thought to either tactics or the skills of combat. Against that, I used all the martial arts that I had learned back on Earth and everything I had added since coming to the Seven Realms. I ducked and weaved, dodged and turned, stabbed and sliced as I sent bodies tumbling all around me. Demons raked across my armor with their claws but couldn’t get through. Those with weapons smashed gouges out of the ice, only for me to refill the holes. I decided then that it wouldn’t matter whether I had enough Vigor to face the cultists if everyone around me died. 

      I focused on pouring energy along my acid channels, and released an Acid Cloud in a nova around me. The demons closest to me squealed like gutted pigs as their flesh melted from their bones. They clawed their way past the others to get away. 

      With a little more room to move, I sheathed the Depthless Dream and started taking out demons with precise bursts of Stinging Palm. Demons clawed their way toward me, and I let fly with a volley of Magma Bursts. As soon as the molten substance struck a demon, it clung to their flesh and melted it away. The demons screamed as they tried to scratch the magma away, only to peel their own flesh away with their claws. 

      More hideous beasts bounded toward me, and I superheated an Untamed Torch with Flame Empowerment and shot a series of fireballs in quick succession as they closed in. Each one blasted a hole through a demon and added its smoking remnants to the piles of corpses surrounding me. 

      The constant use of techniques started to wear me down, and I felt my limbs become heavy with fatigue. I still had more Vigor in the tank, but I couldn’t use it if my body was too exhausted. 

      I felt something cool touch the back of my neck. I glanced around and saw Kumi standing behind the shelter of Vesma and Kegohr. She had two of her water skins open and was directing their contents with the Song of the Sea. The water flowed through the air, forming a cord that connected me to Kumi. Down that magical connection flowed the healing power of water. It restored and renewed my spent energy, giving me enough strength to continue channeling. 

      For a moment, the waves of demons attacking me subsided. It didn’t seem that the fear of death was enough to deter them, but the fallen bodies were making it harder to get through.

      The Augmenters in our force were using whatever powers they could to deal with the demons. The air was thick with dust from Sandstorms and the smoke from damage done by fire techniques. The earth beneath my feet trembled as repeated Ground Strikes ripped through the market square, sending demons hurtling in every direction. Tahlis disappeared and reappeared all over the battlefield, taking down three or more demons every time he showed his face above ground. 

      Mahrai’s golem was stamping toward the barricade. She was on its back, clinging on with one hand and using the other to fight with her staff. The weapon had turned to stone thanks to a flow of earth through  it, and when it hit the demons, it caved in skulls and snapped arms. But there were so many of them that it was impossible for Mahrai alone to clear them, and the press of their bodies kept the golem from reaching the barricade.

      “Batter up!” I yelled.

      I flooded my earth channels with Vigor and stamped my foot on the ground. A Ground Strike shot out from me and through the demons blocking the golem’s path. As those horned, twisted bodies flew into the air, Kegohr and Vesma, alerted by my shout, launched blasts of Untamed Torch into the flying targets like they were shooting clay pigeons with spells instead of shotguns. Demons exploded or melted beneath the heat of their hits, and black ooze rained down across barricade.

      The golem strode through the gap I’d created, stamping on a fallen demon as it went. Others tried to block the way, but Mahrai batted them aside with her empowered staff. Together, Mahrai and her golem reached the barricade, and the stone giant started tearing it apart, lifting up barrels, tables, even wagons, and flinging them aside.

      Getting through that barricade was going to be critical. These demons weren’t coming out of nowhere; they’d been summoned by the priests within. The longer we stayed trapped out here, the more of them would come. If we wanted to end this, we had to get past that barricade and into the palace.

      I cut down two more demons as they charged. The power running through me, the electrifying burn of Vigor from dozens of techniques used in mere minutes, was exhilarating. I felt as though I was made of magical energy, a being of pure force acting upon the world, making it my own.

      But that was the thinking of the Straight Path. This moment wasn’t about me; it was about everyone I fought beside.

      I climbed onto a heap of enemy corpses and called out to Vesma and Kegohr. Once I had their attention, I pointed to a section of the barricade.

      “We need to blast a way through!” I shouted. “Use your flames.”

      Without my order, the initiates lined up to either side of them and used Ground Strikes to hold back the waves of demons. Protected by these junior guild folks, Vesma and Kegohr were able to focus on the problem ahead. Both summoned large, intense balls of fire and launched them. As each one shot out, I used Flame Empowerment to make it larger and more powerful. The fires hit the barricade, and sections burst into flames.

      “More!” I shouted.

      Again we called upon the element of fire to tear into the heaped wood holding us back. The flames grew, and a chunk of the barricade collapsed in on itself,  but we still didn’t have a way through yet.

      Ganyir shoved his way past the soldiers holding back demon attacks. He raised his fists, and his whole body started to tremble. Then, the ground beneath his feet shook as he unleashed some technique I hadn’t seen before. The shaking spread, an earthquake that radiated from Ganyir in every direction. Soldiers sank to one knee or leaned against each other to keep from falling, while demons went sprawling on the ground. But it was when it reached the barricade that I saw the technique’s real effect.

      All along its length, the barricade trembled, and pieces started to fall. Chairs went sliding down the backs of heaps of furniture. Loose planks fell away from carts. In the burning section, blackened timbers collapsed into heaps of ash.

      Around the square, buildings shook. Shutters banged against walls, and doors rattled in their frames. Tiles shook loose and crashed down in the street. The only thing in sight that wasn’t shaking was Mahrai’s golem, a creation of pure stone so sturdy that even the most terrible of earthquakes couldn’t shake it.

      The golem strode forward into the weakened barricade. It kicked aside the last of the section in front of it, picked up a table, and used it like a bat to smash away more of the structure to left and right. Wood splintered, and objects fell. Barrels went rolling across the street. Demons were knocked flying by chunks of furniture.

      Kegohr, Vesma, and I let fly with another blast of fire. By now, there wasn’t much left of the barrier in front of us. As the empowered Untamed Torches hit, the timbers exploded in a shower of ash and sparks, creating another gap.

      The golem strode on, turning whole chunks of the defensive line into splinters. For the first time, the demons started to retreat, not in fear but as if called by some other voice, summoned back to a duty we had yet to see.

      “Forward!” Ganyir roared. “Don’t give them time to regroup!”

      Together, we surged through the remnants of the barricade, smoke billowing around us. Soldiers, Pathless, initiates, and traveling Augmenters advanced together on the Palace of Hyng’ohr. As Ganyir had said, we were together now, no distinctions of class or status between us, a single body set on a single purpose.

      Beyond the barricade lay the steps up to the temple. In front of those steps stood another mixed army. This one was built on magic rather than human allegiances. Priests of the Cult of Unswerving Shadows gathered in their black robes with the gleaming edges. Corrupted disciples of the Steadfast Horn Guild stood in their guild’s colors but with the black triangle of the Unswerving Shadows stitched onto the breast. And among them were non-human warriors—lesser demons like those we’d fought in the square and lesser golems like we’d faced in the Vigorous Zone. There were as many arcane bodies as there were natural ones.

      We had survived the first round of the battle, but the second round was just about to begin.
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      Mahrai was on her golem’s back, her staff in hand. Her minion was the first to hit the enemy line. It charged straight at the lesser stone golems, as if it recognized its kindred and felt some deeper animosity at seeing them lined up against it. There was a loud crack as it kicked the nearest of them, and the lesser golem skidded through the assembled priests and demons, sending them skittering across the ground like so many bowling pins. The greater golem picked one of the miniature versions of itself up by the arm and started using it as a crude stone cudgel against the rest. Rock crashed against rock, and flying shards sliced the faces of nearby priests.

      I raised my hand and produced a Sandstorm. The air in front of the golem swirled, and I formed the same technique but focused on making it harder and more vicious. Sand blasted outward, tearing the skin from a demon that came too close and knocking others over. But the stone golems stood unflinching in front of the blast.

      Our force was advancing through the barricade, ready to take on Saruqin’s army. Soon, the two sides would clash again, and there would be enough action for everyone. Even so, I could see that Mahrai’s position provided the best view of the battle. It was the place where I could do the most good.

      I ran over to the golem and sprang onto its back. My fingers grabbed the rough edges of the stone, and I scrambled up past Mahrai. The golem’s greatest form had plenty of space for us both to ride the mighty colossus. 

      “Hey!” she shouted. “This one’s mine!”

      “After everything else we’ve shared, you’re not willing to share a golem?” I asked with a grin. “Just how close are you to this thing?”

      “It saves me from worrying about size.”

      “It’s what you do with it that counts. And from up here. . .” I reached the shoulders and stood, gripping the golem’s head with one hand. “From up here, I can do things no one else in the city can.”

      I swayed as I stood, constantly shifting my balance to avoid falling as the golem moved around, but it was worth it for the view. I could see across the whole battlefield and the forces arrayed before us, could make out where the largest knots of enemies were and where they were gathering to launch attacks. I could target my Augmenting perfectly to make the most of my opportunities.

      I started with Mud Entrapment technique. The combined powers of water and earth flowed through me out of the mud core I had forged and into the world. I made the effect wide rather than deep, aiming to inconvenience as many of the enemies as possible and give my side an advantage as they charged in.

      The first Mud Entrapment appeared in the ground directly in front of the golem. Humans, demons, and lesser golems alike sank into mud that reached almost to their knees. As they struggled to pull themselves out, our golem knocked them flat, as if it were playing a brutal game of whack-a-mole. 

      My previous worries about not having enough Vigor to fight Saruqin vanished. The survival of our new army depended on me giving everything I had. 

      I poured Vigor through the widest pathways inside me and then lengthened them while slowing my breathing. A different kind of Mud Entrapment swelled from the ground, turning half the street in front of the palace into a sea of mud, full of thrashing bodies covered in the brown ooze. 

      With the mud in place, I moved on to the next stage of my plan. 

      The water inside the mire allowed me to activate Crashing Wave. There wasn’t a lot of liquid, but it was enough to make the mud ripple and surge. I gritted my teeth and continued burning Vigor to manipulate the wave’s movement. I almost fell from my perch on the golem’s soldiers but managed to guide the earth-filled Crashing Wave. The priests trapped within it screamed, the demons squealed, and the lesser golems flailed their limbs as I sent them crashing into the rest of the enemy ranks further up the stairs. 

      Many were knocked over by the force of the wave, some demons and priests left broken by it. Even the golems were left trapped within the muck. The enemies were like insects trapped on sticky tape. Our side took the opportunity to attack, taking down those near the edge of the mud with a combination of Augmentation and long weapons.

      I was running low on Vigor and needed to find a safe spot to catch my breath and recharge. The golem was a great place to fight from, but every moment standing on its shoulder was a battle between balance and gravity. Imitating one of Vesma’s favorite moves, I sent some of my remaining Vigor into an Untamed Torch that I directed down, using it as a jet to give me extra power as I leaped from the golem’s shoulders to one of the palace’s outer towers. I landed on the edge of the sloped pagoda roof and grabbed hold of a dragon statue.

      My heart was racing, and I drew ragged breaths as I tried to regain my equilibrium. I’d pushed myself hard already, and there was still plenty of fight left to go. We weren’t even through the doors of the palace yet.

      “Well done, my sweet man,” Nydarth said. “You never cease to entertain.”

      “Now. bring us back into the fight,” Yono said, her voice filled with yearning. “I want to show these monsters the true power of water.”

      My mud attack had given my allies the opportunity they needed, and they were making the most of it.

      The golem was still the most formidable part of our lines. Arrows glanced off its stone skin. Sandstorm attacks didn’t move it an inch. Rocks thrown both by hand and by earth Augmenting bounced off it without doing any harm. It advanced unflinching into the shallow pool of mud and flattened opponents or sent them flying across the battlefield.

      From the golem’s back, Mahrai was taking out enemies with her staff wherever she could. I also noticed that every time an enemy managed to wound the golem, she would scuttle over to it and use an arcane art to heal it. 

      Tahlis appeared from the ground beside the golem and shot small, focused Sandstorms that knocked individual combatants from their feet and left their skin shredded and bloody. Larger, less focused Sandstorms forced back enemy formations to create openings that the golem and those around it could exploit. 

      The human parts of the enemy force recognized Mahrai and backed away from her powers and her golem. When they’d flee, Tahlis would be there to appear from the ground behind them and take them down with his spear. The trio were fighting an ever-dwindling force of demons and lesser golems as the supernatural creatures took on an opponent that they didn’t know to fear.

      The mud I had summoned created an opportunity for Kumi. Though the sea provided the best medium for her powers, any water could be used, and the mud was rich with it. She swayed and chanted to unleash the Song of the Sea and direct the mud to do her bidding.

      She flung some of that mud at the enemy, just as I had done with my Crashing Wave. But where I’d scattered the mud widely across our opponents, Kumi was more controlled. Gobbets shot from the swaying sea of mud into the faces of golems, demons, and priests, blinding them long enough for our soldiers to catch them off guard.

      Kumi also sent the mud out to heal our own side. Strands floated up and stroked the wounds of injured men and women like the hands of an attentive nurse. Beneath the muddy smears, bruises healed, flesh knit shut, and blood stopped flowing.

      I didn’t want to be out of the battle for long, but I mediated while watching from my perch so that I could regain my Vigor. I wouldn’t be out of the fight for a second longer than I needed, and when Saruqin showed his face, I would be ready. 

      As my Vigor replenished, I kept watching the battle, looking for where I could do the most good. Vesma and Kegohr were tearing through a pack of stone golems, Flame Shields on their off-hands. Each, in turn, would launch an Untamed Torch against a cluster of mud-covered golems. The heat of the flames baked the mud dry, forming a tough clay shell that kept the creatures from moving. As a golem strained against its restraint, Kegohr’s mace or Vesma’s spear would dart in and hit it precisely at some mud-encrusted joint. Stone arms, legs, and even heads tumbled into the ooze, leaving their owners broken and out of the fight.

      The demons remained our toughest targets. The clinging mud made them less effective, but my allies without Augmentation still could not harm them. Bands of Pathless and soldiers fended off troops of demons with polearms and long-handled maces, desperately holding them back in hopes that someone would come to the rescue. Even as I watched, one small group was saved from certain death when Drek and Onvar arrived just in time to slow the demons with Sandstorms.

      With my Vigor restored and my breath back, it was time to get back into the fight. I jumped from the rooftop straight into a pack of mud-covered demons. I landed on one with both feet, knocked it over in the mud, and sliced its head off with the Sundered Heart. Before the others could react, I thrust with the Depthless Dream Trident, its prongs coated in magical ice, bringing a second demon down.

      “That’s it,” Yono said. “Let the power flow through you. Destroy those who stand in the way of the Path of the Swordslinger.”

      A demon lunged at me with both clawed hands. Its movements were slowed down by the mud it was half-sunk in, but there was a fierce exuberance on its face. That exuberance vanished as I swung the Sundered Heart, fire flaring from its blade, and the demon realized that it wasn’t fighting just another soldier. I cut through both wrists in a single swipe, leaving the creature thoroughly disarmed, and plunged the trident through its scales into its soft guts. 

      A dozen more demons swarmed me. I waited until the last moment to draw them in, then used Hidden Burrow to sink into the ground and out of reach. With the earth turned to mud, it was easier to move around with the Burrow, and a second later, I popped up behind the pile of confused monsters. I wasn’t exactly where I’d wanted to be, but I was close enough. Now, the demons had their backs to me.

      I laid into them, lashing out with sword and trident. Horned heads flew. and disfigured bodies fell as I tore through the cluster of demons so fast that they had no time to respond. The last of them was turning toward me, its body mud-caked and its movements slow, when I sliced its legs from under it with the Sundered Heart and caught it through the throat on the Depthless Dream. It stared at me with a shocked expression, black eyes wide, as the water magic of the trident coated it in ice.

      I flicked the wretched remnant of the monster into the mud, and it shattered into a thousand frozen shards. It seemed that my spirit weapons were more powerful against these infernal foes. 

      Priests and golems were advancing on me, weapons raised, so I sank into the ground once more and let a Hidden Burrow carry me away.

      I popped up on the other side of the battlefield. Here, Elorinelle had found a vantage point on top of a statue of an earth god, its body built of craggy muscles and its face like the side of a mountain. From there, she was shooting arrows at the enemy, but some of them had spotted her and were climbing the statue.

      One of the climbers looked at me in surprise after I’d sprung from the ground. An Unswerving Shadows priests let go of the statue with one hand and channeled a Sandstorm. I countered with a Smothering Mist that turned his technique to mud, and the globs dropped to the ground. The cultist reached for the dagger at his waist, but before he could get there, I stabbed him with the trident. The prongs went all the way through the statue he was holding onto and stopped when they hit the stone. I pulled out my weapon, and the cultist lost his grip before his bleeding body fell to the ground.

      I swung the Sundered Heart and caught the other two climbers across their legs. Both of them—a human and a demon—screamed and fell to the ground next to me. The demon clawed at my leg and took a chunk out of my Frozen Armor before I chopped it in half. The human, dragging himself to his feet, drew a sword and swung at me. I parried the strike with the trident, then cut him down

      “Oh, yes,” Nydarth said, her voice wavering with excitement. “That’s more like it. Let the enemy’s blood flow.”

      “Such strength,” Yono said, her voice smooth as silk across bare skin. “Such skill. Show us your power, mighty Swordslinger.”

      “Use us as we were meant to be used,” Nydarth said.

      The air around me swirled and filled with sand as Tahlis appeared, spear in hand, from out of the dirt.

      “Want to team up?” he asked with a grin. “Or are you too busy showing off by yourself?”

      “We’ll use Hidden Burrow together,” I said.

      “Of course. Just follow my lead.”

      “No. It’s time I showed you what I can do with earth techniques.”

      Tahlis wore a wry smile as he summoned a Sandstorm that swirled around us. I channeled a Hidden Burrow, and the ground beneath me softened for me to pass through it. I felt the flow of foreign Vigor as Tahlis performed an identical technique. Standing back to back, the pair of us sank into the ground. 

      I focused on purposefully directing our route, using a breathing technique to ensure my every action was of single intention. I knew where I wanted us to go, and I didn’t waver from the thought as we shot beneath the ground. 

      A moment later, we popped up in the middle of a pack of demons.

      Tahlis flung out another Sandstorm, temporarily blinding the closest demons. They hissed, growled, and flailed wildly with their claws. I killed the two closest to me with swift stabs and cut the legs out from beneath a third, while Tahlis wrought similar carnage behind me.

      I smiled at what I was about to do next.

      “Down!” I yelled.

      Tahlis had barely finished pulling his spear out of a demon when I activated Hidden Burrow. I wasn’t sure whether the variation I’d used would bring us both down, but it did. We both sank into the ground and popped up again amid a surprised-looking group of Unswerving Shadows priests. 

      “Death to the Swordslinger!” a priest yelled. 

      They were all quick to react, and one blocked my first attack with a swift rotation of his long-bladed spear. He counter-attacked with a swing of the butt of the weapon, then flipped the blade around in a slashing arc. I dodged the first strike, parried the second, and stabbed him through the shoulder with the Depthless Dream. The spear fell from his hands, and he sank gasping into the mud. I ended his life in a spray of blood. 

      “This is fun,” Tahlis said. “But I think that Lord Ganyir might need your help.”

      Across the battlefield, the Lord of Gonki led the Pathless on our right flank. He had become a focal point for the demons still swarming from the palace. The cult’s priests clearly really wanted Ganyir dead and were sending all the minions they could to achieve that end. Without any Augmenting or special weapons to help them, the Pathless were unable to harm the demons and were being driven back. Ganyir himself wasn’t using his powerful techniques for some reason but was just fighting with his fists, Vigor giving his gauntlets the ability to harm the demons. 

      After everything else he had done, I knew that he could do more. Had he been wounded? Was he out of Vigor? Was he holding back for some reason?

      Regardless of the cause, Tahlis was right; Ganyir needed help. He was on the verge of being overrun by the demons. I sank into the ground once more and used the Hidden Burrow to travel to him.

      I still wasn’t as accurate as I would have liked to be with the Burrow, so instead of appearing right beside Ganyir, I emerged amid the demons in front of him.

      At least the move caught the horned enemies by surprise. As they turned to me, I ran one through with the trident and cut another down with the sword, while Ganyir used their distraction to grab two by the heads and smash them into one another. As the bodies dropped, I stepped over them and joined him.

      If the Lord of Gonki had been injured, he wasn’t showing it. Rather than revealing pain or exhaustion, his face was alight with excitement.

      “Watch out!” he bellowed, then swung past me. His fist collided with the face of an oncoming demon, ripped away its jaw, and sent it flying into the one behind it.

      I brought my weapons to bear on the stream of creatures rushing at us. I darted and thrust with the Depthless Dream, creating a space around us where no demon could safely tread. When one of the more adventurous hellions advanced, I ran it through with my sword or Ganyir smashed it with his armored fists.

      Ganyir laughed and grinned. “I’ve never felt so alive. Thank you for finally waking me up, for giving me the fire to take my city back.”

      “It’s part of the Swordslinger’s Path,” I said. “To inspire as well as to fight.”

      “Then you make a damn good Swordslinger,” Ganyir said.

      A demon slashed at him with its claws. He caught it by the arm and twisted. There was a sharp crack as bone burst through the creature’s skin. It snapped at Ganyir with its teeth, and he took the opportunity to grab it by the head. With the creature’s arm still in his other hand, he slammed the two together, driving the shard of protruding bone into its eye.

      “Why don’t you use your earth techniques against them?” I asked. “I’ve seen how much power you have and what sort of techniques you can unleash. You could wreak havoc on this lot.”

      As a demon charged at him, Ganyir grabbed it by the throat. He flung it to me, and I sliced it in half. The pieces flopped into the mud, oozing thick, black blood.

      “If I did that, I’d wreak havoc on my own palace too,” Ganyir said. “I don’t want to level my city, lad. I need somewhere to put my people!”

      There was a clang as the palace doors burst open again. A fresh wave of demons spewed forth, their faces hideous and snarling in bestial fury, their bodies covered with mismatched fur and scales. Clawed hands raked the air as they rushed howling at us.

      “We have to change things,” Ganyir said as the first of the demons reached us. He grabbed its flailing arms and twisted it around to fling it into the mud, then stamped on its head. “We’ll never get inside if they keep summoning more.”

      “I could fight my way in and tackle them,” I volunteered. “What should I be looking for? Will it be a group of priests, Augmenters, some sort of magical portal. . . ?”

      A pair of demons rushed at me carrying clubs covered in barbed and rusted spikes. One of them screeched as it swung its weapon. I ducked beneath the blow and cut the monster off at the ankles with the Sundered Heart. As it fell, the other one stepped over it and swung its weapon high to bring a crushing blow down on my head. But before it could make the attack. I thrust the Depthless Dream up through its groin and into its abdomen. I twisted the trident, the demon grunted, and it fell, bleeding and twitching, across its companion.

      “Saruqin will be behind this,” Ganyir said. “Get to him. and the demons will stop coming. It’s our chance to win this battle as well as the war.”

      He stamped on one of the demons I’d brought down, finishing it off with a surge of earth through his armored boot.

      “Are you coming with me?” I asked.

      Ganyir glanced at the Pathless who stood behind us, fending off more demonic attacks. He shook his head.

      “My people need my leadership if they’re to survive this. Lone assaults are for legendary heroes, not lords with the burdens of a clan on their shoulders. Go find Saruqin and hold to the mantle of the Swordslinger.”

      The demons were still advancing but I didn’t wait for them to come to us. I charged headlong at them, swinging my weapons as I went. I ducked beneath the lunging arms of one demon, straightened, and flung it back behind me for Ganyir to deal with. Another ran at me, and I slammed into it with my shoulder. The impact jarred my arm and nearly shook the Sundered Heart from my hand, but it hit the demon even worse, and it went sprawling on the ground. I strode over it, stamping on its chest as I went past.

      I darted between the advancing demons, slicing and stabbing whenever I had a chance but not slowing to finish them off. If one blocked my way, I cut it down or took a sidestep to get past, but always my focus was on the palace doors and getting to them.

      I reached the edge of the mud-slicked square, still fighting against the tide of onrushing foes. If they had all chosen to stop and fight me, I never would have been able to get through. But the demons remained eager to reach Ganyir, driven on by whatever orders or summoning bound them. They slashed and hissed at me as they passed, but I was a distraction, an obstacle in their way, just as they were distractions and obstacles to me. The battle had become a chess game, victory dependent upon taking out the opposing king. It all came down to whether I could beat Saruqin before his minions slew Ganyir.

      The steps of the palace were marble, each one a different shade of gray, running from black at the bottom to pure white at the very top. Their beauty was sullied by the demons rushing down them, though their numbers were starting to subside. One almost ran straight into me, and I knocked it aside with a swing of both my weapons that tore a great chunk from its black-furred chest. I dashed up the steps, taking them two at a time, weaving through the last of the oncoming horde and up to the top.

      I spun behind a pillar as another wave of demons stormed from the entrance hall and down the palace steps. 

      This chamber had been turned into a shrine. A statue stood at the far end, granite carved into the shape of a hugely muscled demon. Embedded in its chest was a swirling portal, a miasma of black and red currents. Horned and scaled monsters poured out of the magical gateway, crossed the entrance hall, and moved past me to the palace steps. 

      In front of the statue was an altar with large urns of incense sticks smoldering at each end. The room was full of their smoke, deep and earthy but with something rotten underneath, and I had to steady myself as the fumes made my head spin. In front of the altar knelt a figure in a yellow cloak, their back to me and their hands folded in their lap, apparently deep in meditation.

      Saruqin. I’d found the man responsible for all the horrors in Hyng’ohr. 
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      Even with his back to me, Saruqin radiated power. It was in the air all around us, a magical presence like that in my spirit weapons, yet somehow more intense and unrestrained. 

      I advanced slowly toward the altar, the weapons glowing in my hands, and the air between us crackled with Vigor. I noticed that the ground beneath my feet was not tiled or made of stone, but packed earth. Powerful Augmenters could probably use Hidden Burrow on tilted ground, but it would certainly be easier to use packed earth. 

      So, this shrine was Saruqin’s playground, a sanctuary where he could use his earth techniques at their most effective. 

      Even so, I had earth abilities of my own now. 

      As I crept toward him, I kept my eyes on the portal, but it seemed that there were timed gaps between demonic waves. Unless I wanted to fight against Saruqin and a demonic horde, I’d have to deal with him quickly. 

      “Ah, the would-be Immortal Swordslinger,” Saruqin said without moving. “Tell me; how are you finding Gonki Province?”

      “Get up, turn around, and face me, you coward.” I tightened my grip on my weapons. “I’ll show you just how much I’m enjoying it.”

      Saruqin laughed. His shoulders shook, making the yellow cloak tremble down his back. That back remained turned to me, despite the weapons in my hands and the threat I so clearly represented. This wasn’t a man who was easily perturbed.

      “You killed Horix,” Saruqin said. “A rather impressive feat for one so young and impetuous. How are you finding Nydarth and Yono? Are they good servants?”

      That drew an angry snarl from the spirits of both weapons—low, aggressive noises that echoed within the chamber of my mind. I couldn’t help but react, even though his back was to me. I lunged at Saruqin and stabbed with both weapons, but they struck empty air. He’d vanished into the ground, using Hidden Burrow to escape.

      Laughter came from behind me, with a waft of that exaggerated body odor. I spun around and saw Saruqin standing there, with his hands clasped behind his back. He was around six feet tall and dressed from head to foot in ragged yellow robes. Strips of torn cloth the color of turmeric swathed his hands and feet. The only part of him not covered with that ragged material was his face, which was concealed behind a pale metal mask, its only features holes for the eyes and mouth. He radiated authority, the kind of casual calm that came from knowing that his power was absolute and that, in this place at least, no one could challenge him and live to tell the tale.

      The anger of Yono and Nydarth was powerful. They hated this place, hated this man, hated the dark magic being perpetrated here. They wanted nothing more than to tear him apart.

      “They speak to you, don’t they?” Saruqin asked. “Whisper in your ear and tell you how important and powerful you are? Did they ever tell you what they have to gain from your growth in power? What can be won by simply using an Elemental Core as it was intended to be used?”

      “For demonic purposes?” I asked. 

      “No,” the cultist said. “To grow stronger. As Augmenters are meant to be. Why share out the rewards among the many? Why toil by slaying beast after beast when you can simply have all their powers at once?” 

      Saruqin’s lies had been tearing the Gonki Valley apart, and I wasn’t going to let them get into my head.

      I sheathed the Sundered Heart, but if Saruqin mistook that for a gesture of peace, then he was sadly mistaken. I flung up my free hand and channeled. A ball of intense flames appeared in my palm as I summoned the Untamed Torch before I flung it at him.

      Saruqin waved his hand, and the flame vanished. Behind his mask, his face was completely hidden. I had no idea how close I had come to harming him. Was he alarmed, relaxed, uncertain? There was no way of knowing with that blank visage and the steadiness of his tone.

      “The stronger those weapon spirits grow, the more influence they have over you,” Saruqin said. “I can almost hear them, young Augmenter. They twist your mind and convince you that their growth in power is a good thing. Did you ever think about what would happen when they finally transcend their chosen housing? Do you really think that they’ll stand by you, rather than leave you behind, impotent and powerless?”

      He sounded so reasonable, I was almost tempted to believe him. After all, I was new to this world, and he had clearly lived here for decades. He knew its magic, knew its politics, knew its powers. Of course he understood it better than I did.

      The swords had certainly shown a yearning for power, a desire to have me lean on them. What else was their eagerness to fight if not a longing to taste more of my Vigor flowing through them and to prove their value to me, to make me rely on them more and more?

      But I wouldn’t be fooled by the truth of his words. Every falsehood contained some sliver of truth within it. 

      I channeled the power of wood. A spray of Stinging Palm thorns shot through the air, each one a hard, sleek, and deadly dart, some of the best I’d ever made.

      Fire flashed from Saruqin’s hand. The thorns flared, blackened, and crumbled into ash. 

      I sank to my knee and punched the ground. A Ground Strike rippled out all around me. The incense pots rattled, and one fell with a crash onto the ground. But around Saruqin, the Ground Strike vanished, leaving him standing, the area beneath his feet unaffected by my technique.

      As I rose, I pointed at Saruqin’s face and channeled acid, that strange and deadly combination of water and fire. A green miasma began to form around the priest’s head. He clicked his fingers, and there was a flash of flame that evaporated the cloud before it was even fully formed.

      I’d never faced an opponent who could so easily dismiss all my powers. My shoulders tightened. and sweat ran down my back as I tried desperately to think of what might get through. This was power beyond anything I’d faced before, far greater than Horix or the Radiant Dragon Guild’s clan enemies. This was something from beyond the normal limits of Augmenting.

      “You absorbed the core of the Gonki Valley Vigorous Zone, didn’t you?”  I said. “It wasn’t for the guild or Targin or your fellow Augmenting priests; it’s all gone into you.”

      “How passably observant of you,” Saruqin said. “Which is what I would expect from someone in your position.”

      In the eery quiet of this hall, I could hear the sounds of the fighting outside. The crash of weapons, the screams of pain, the desperation in the voices of my allies as they faced Saruqin’s seemingly endless horde.

      “So many have stood where you have, young Swordslinger,” he said. “Arrogant, so full of imagined power and this thing you call destiny. The dragons in your hands simply need you as a vehicle to get back to their realm. They couldn’t care less about you. And your friends, outside? They only follow you because of the power. Look at little Mahrai. She only chose you because you have power, and she wants a piece of it. Yono and Nydarth give you power, and you hand that illusion of power down to your servants. The cycle continues, over and over. You will always be a conduit, never an Immortal. A stepping stone for others to use, rather than taking the steps yourself.”

      He was so proud, so full of confidence in his own grandeur and in my weakness. His Augmenting might be powerful, but he had his limits, and I could use them against him.

      I lowered my hands and let the trident droop toward the floor. I opened my mouth as if to speak, then hesitated, frowned, and hung my head.

      “What are you doing, you fool?” Nydarth snapped. “You need to deal with him.”

      “Go forward,” Yono urged. “Raise your guard, lunge at Saruqin, finish him off.”

      “Destroy him before he can destroy you,” they said in unison.

      Saruqin gave a soft, sinister laugh. He stepped closer to me, his footsteps barely audible. The smell of him was all around me, as was that deep, hypnotic voice. I had to look away, not let myself see the mask and the eyes flickering behind it, to avoid being drawn in despite everything that I knew.

      “Yes, young Swordslinger,” he said. “Now, you see the futility of the Wandering Path. Its weakness, its circularity. There is no escape from it.”

      He stepped closer, only a few inches away from me.

      “Well, Swordslinger? What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Nothing,” I replied. “At least not in words.”

      The Vigor flowed through me, then through my feet and into the ground. It burst back up beneath Saruqin as a Mud Geyser that erupted right beneath his feet.

      The mud drenched Saruqin and spattered me as it sprayed from the floor and came raining down all across the hall. I’d expected the force of it to knock Saruqin flying, but apparently, surprise wasn’t enough to overcome his magical defenses, and he whirled around with his hand out, like a child catching rain. 

      I channeled Crashing Wave and used it to reshape the mud. I slammed it into Saruqin, hitting him with an eight-foot-tall wall of muck. This time, he staggered back, slipping across the mud-slicked ground, but managed to brace himself and remain upright.

      He laughed, the same hollow, joyless sound I’d heard before.

      “I’m impressed,” he said. “You’ve learned a lot in your travels.”

      “You talk too much,” I replied.

      As the mud splashed down, I raised my hand and launched an Untamed Torch. The ground opened beneath Saruqin, and he vanished into a Hidden Burrow while the flames shot past where his head had been.

      I looked around the room, watching to see where he would reappear. He could be anywhere, could come at me from any angle.

      The ground by my left foot shifted. Saruqin burst up from it, too close for me to strike him with the trident, a long dagger in his hand. I jerked back and instinctively lashed out with my own techniques.  I created a Mud Entrapment beneath both our feet, and his dagger flashed out, its point striking for my exposed throat. I called on Hidden Burrow and started to sink, even as the dagger hit me. There was a searing moment of pain as the blade sliced my cheek, and I vanished into darkness.

      The blood was hot and sticky as it ran down my face, but the earth around me was cool and refreshing. I ignored my injury and completed the Hidden Burrow to launch myself back into the room, drawing the Sundered Heart. 

      I burst from the ground right by Saruqin’s feet, as he had appeared by mine a moment before. I lashed out with my sword and sliced through the backs of his legs, severing the hamstrings before I shot out onto the packed earth.

      Blood flowed, and I was sure that Saruqin would fall, but some unholy energy kept him on his feet. Blood streaming through his ragged robes, he wheeled away, snarling in rage, and raised his hands.

      I felt the Vigor flowing through the world around me, earth and fire combining to form magma. Just like his ally Horix, Saruqin was the master of more than one element, and he was willing to use whatever it took to win.

      Thin streams of magma burst from Saruqin’s skin. They burned through his robes and shot out through the air, spattering the area around him. I darted back as I tried not to be hit. A droplet struck my armor and almost melted straight through the ice.

      The elements flowed again, more this time, and I felt the heat blazing from Saruqin. I called upon the power of ash to grant me Fire Immunity but wasn’t sure that would work against mixed elements, so I also drew on water to form more Frozen Armor over it.

      Magma streamed from Saruqin. It flew in every direction, an indiscriminate rain of blazing destruction. I jumped back, but it still hit me. Magma melted through my armor, cooling as it went, and water and stone tumbled to the ground. Around me, granite pillars and incense pots melted at the magma’s touch. Wall hangings, ceiling beams, and ornamentation on the altar all burst into flames. I dived back as more magma shot my way, flung myself to the ground to avoid being hit, and rolled to a stop behind the melted stump of what had once been a pillar holding up the ceiling.

      There was a creak as the roof, half its supports gone, strained under its own weight. Around us, flames spread across anything that could burn. The earthy scent of incense smoke was lost in the sharper smell of this conflagration.

      With painstakingly slow movements, I rolled over and rose to a crouch behind the stump of the pillar. When no attack came my way, I rose to my full height, one hand clutching the Depthless Dream and the other extended, ready to use my own magic to counter Saruqin’s.

      Saruqin laughed, the sound emerging hollow and distorted, warped by echoes, from behind his mask. “So, this is the mighty Swordslinger. Battered and broken, hiding from the fire of true power behind the broken remnants of the old order.”

      He was right about me being battered. None of the magma had hit me full on, but it had come close enough to leave nasty burns along my back and up one arm. The charred remnants of those parts of my robes smoldered, and the smell of scorched flesh made me gag. But I was alive, and that meant there was still hope.

      I considered using Untamed Torch to turn the ground to glass so that he couldn’t use Hidden Burrow, but the space was far too large, and I’d expend too much Vigor. Hidden Burrow was also a technique in my repertoire, and I didn’t want to cut myself off from it. 

      “You chose the wrong side, Swordslinger,” Saruqin said as he strolled around the hall, admiring the sculptures lining the walls. “With all your power and potential, you could have been part of the winning army. The world was yours to dominate. Instead, you’ve chosen the path of weakness. Maybe once I kill you, we’ll get a Swordslinger with more sense.”

      He turned to me, hands raised, and a glowing ball of blazing hot magma appeared between them. I had just enough time to open up a Hidden Burrow and sink into the mud under my feet before the Magma Burst hit the space where my head had been.

      The mud I’d summoned made it easier to use the Hidden Burrow. I was starting to get a sense for what was around and above me, to direct my journey to where I wanted to be. But that same sense told me that something was wrong. The mud was heating and hardening, turning from soft ground I could easily tunnel through into solid clay that would make movement impossible.

      Saruqin was using his fire powers to bake me into the ground.

      I pushed myself through the earth, rushing to get away from the hardening dirt and to somewhere I could emerge without being burned by Saruqin’s powers. But even ahead of me, parts of the ground were heating and hardening. I realized that I was being herded, directed by the power of Augmenting toward the place where Saruqin wanted me. It was a chilling realization, but no use at all. There was nothing I could do but burrow the way I was being sent and hope to get free further from him.

      At last, I reached a spot where the mud wasn’t turning solid above my head. I redirected my earth power upward, and the Hidden Burrow shot me into the open.

      I emerged behind the altar, beside the statue of the earth god. The haze from the remaining incense pot swirled around me, its dizzying scent distinctive even through the smoke of the burning building. Up close, I noticed the other items on the altar: a bloody knife, a brass bowl holding charred bones, and a pale orb. These were the artifacts Saruqin had used to summon the demons from the beyond, a darker magic than any I’d seen in my wanderings.

      I swept the knife from the altar and scattered the bones across the floor. 

      “What are you doing, Swordslinger?” Saruqin laughed. “You think you can stop this so easily? The magic is done. The doorway to the demon realm is open. Knife, bowl, crystal. . . they are just tokens now that their work is complete. All you have done is show the extent of your ignorance.”

      I reached for the crystal orb and saw Saruqin’s eyes flicker with something like apprehension. I threw it to the ground and lifted my foot as though I were going to crush it beneath my heel. Then, Saruqin smiled, and I realized exactly what this orb was. 

      I’d seen through his lies. 

      Instead of stomping on the orb, I reached a hand toward it. I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do with it, but when my fingers wrapped around it, I felt my Vigor drain. It was glued to my skin, and no amount of effort could remove it. Every last ounce of my magical energy poured into the orb. 

      I crouched over, my shoulders slumped. I forced my head up, expecting to see Saruqin pleased with his ploy to sap me of all my Vigor. Instead, his face was contorted with fury. 

      Then, I realized what I held in my hands. The channels through the crystal were clear as day. They were robust and impassable, like the earth pathways I’d forged inside myself.

      This was the Earth Core. Saruqin had stripped it from the Vigorous Zone so he could open up the demonic gateway. 

      The orb in my hand shuddered and trembled before it suddenly lit up. I lifted my other arm to ward off the blinding light as screams roared from the portal, as though it was a living creature filled with a legion of demonic forces. Another wave of demons raced out of the portal as it slowly started to reduce in size. Only a few inches at first, but it seemed to be shrinking faster by the second. 

      The light from the orb subsided, and the demons who’d just come out from it were staggering, their bodies steaming and sizzling. As they lumbered toward the exit, the flesh started to melt from their bones. With each step, more oozed onto the ground, and their bones started to crack and crumble. In seconds, all that was left of them was a sulfur-like dust on the floor. 

      I  heard Saruqin scream. 

      “What have you done!” 

      As he roared, his shredded robes started to become looser, as though the body inside them was withering away. He clutched his mask and removed it, gasping for breath. His eye sockets were empty, and his flesh looked like it belonged on a 2,000-year-old mummy. 

      His arm quivered as he slowly lifted it toward me. I wasn’t going to give him the chance to channel. 

      I pulled my arm back, raising the Depthless Dream like a javelin. I flung the trident, and it hurtled through the air, melted water trailing behind it. The prongs gleamed with an icy sheen as it rocketed toward Saruqin’s head. The sharpened tips plunged into his face and through his skull. He was thrown from his feet and carried on the trident to the far wall before the prongs buried themselves into the stone. He hung there for a moment, twitched, and then went limp. 

      “You fool,” he whispered as black smoke drifted from his mouth. “You have doomed us all. The Path of Peace is not what it claims to be.”

      As his body shriveled with rapid decay, I ripped the Depthless Dream from the wall, dropping his corpse to the ground. Before my eyes, it crumbled into a sulfur-like substance.  

      Suddenly, a sound like the very earth tearing asunder ripped through the palace. The earth beneath my feet shuddered, and the portal finally slammed shut. A crack appeared in the demonic statue and ripped from its stomach to the altar beneath it. The fracture continued its pace, running toward me. I spotted the Earth Core starting to roll toward the rift in the ground and sprinted toward it. As the gap widened, I leaped across it and snatched up the core. 

      As my hand wrapped around the reinvigorated orb, it morphed and changed. First, a leather-wrapped handle formed, then a pommel. Mist spiraled into the shape of warhammer with a spike on the other, so large that it was almost like a cartoon mallet. Except there was nothing comical about the weapon. It was clearly designed to crush bones with its flat surface and puncture skulls with its spiked on. The warhammer became heavy, and I had to tense my muscles to avoid letting it fall to the ground.

      “You have saved me, Swordslinger,” said a robust female voice. 

      “You’re the Forgotten Memory,” I said.  Even though she’d been described as a sword, I figured the stories might have gotten that element wrong.

      “No,” she said. “I am not. I was not forged by ancient hands but by you.”

      In this single moment, I discovered where Nydarth and Yono had come from. I now knew what they really were. Sure, they were dragons, but that might have meant something different in this world. I assumed they had a dragon form, but their jobs on this plane had been as elemental cores. They must have once been stripped from their Vigorous Zones and made into spirit weapons. If I hadn’t just fought a cultist hellbent on leading a demonic invasion, I might have actually been able to wrap my head around it all. 

      The Seven Realms had no end to strange, it seemed. 

      The thoughts faded to the back of my mind as the palace shuddered and stone fragments from the ceiling crashed into the floor. I was all out of Vigor, and I could barely stand. 

      “Ethan!” Vesma cried out as she ran through the entrance with Kumi beside her. 

      Together, they took me under each arm. Kegohr rushed in and grabbed my new warhammer.

      “Hey, be careful with that,” I said as my vision spotted with black. “That’s Choshi.”

      He frowned at me. “Choshi?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, imitating his speech pattern. “Did we win?”

      “. . . demons . . . gone. . . cultists . . . none left.”

      Kumi’s voice faded as I finally passed out. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      When I awoke, I didn’t know how much time had passed. It was dark in the room, and when I opened the shutters. only a glimmer of starlight came in. I could hear people cheering and singing. Smells of roasting meat and incense smoke drifted in on the night wind.

      I got up, feeling refreshed and completely healed. I figured Kumi must have come while I was sleeping and used her Song of the Sea.

      My spirit weapons were lying next to the bed, the Sundered Heart and Depthless Dream placed neatly beside Choshi. As much as I wanted to wield a third spirit weapon, what I’d learned of honor necessitated I find another use for her. 

      My gaze flittered over to my other two weapons. I hadn’t forgotten my questions, but I figured they could be asked later. If Nydarth and Yono had been Elemental Cores once, then the act of stripping them away must have been traumatic. I’d have to approach the subject with some degree of tact and forethought. 

      I picked up the warhammer, and Choshi’s voice entered my mind.

      “You have arisen, Master,” she said. 

      “I want to return you to the Vigorous Zone here,” I said. “The people of Hyng’ohr need you far more than I do.”

      “It is not possible. I have already passed from one plane to another. I cannot be an Earth Core again.”

      I felt the weight on my shoulders get heavier. “Then I’ll give you to Lord Ganyir.”

      “I wish only to be wielded by the Swordslinger.” She paused, and I was about to argue otherwise when she continued. “Regardless, Hyng’ohr has no need of me. By reforging me, my purpose in this realm changed.”

      “How do we create a new core?” I figured if anyone knew how, it would be someone who was once one herself.

      “There is no need. An infant core has been birthed inside the Vigorous Zone. When a core passes from one plane of being to another, a new core takes its place. While inside the palace and used by those evildoers, I was lost between two planes of existence. Only by reforging me could the new core be born.”

      “Then Hyng’ohr is safe from demons and drought.”

      “Yes. The land will recover, but the process will be slow.”

      I secured my new warhammer to the harness I used for the trident. While it wasn’t perfect, it would do for now. I wanted to show the spirit weapon to my friends as soon as I found them. 

      My weapons would be safe inside the room, so I headed out of the modest house. At the end of an alley, I emerged into streets crowded with people. Tables had been placed down the middle of the roads, each one piled with food and drink. The whole population of the city seemed to have come together to feast.

      When people saw me, they raised their cups and cheered. Strangers ran up and hugged me or offered me cups of wine. There was such joy in the air, I couldn’t help but be drawn in by it. Soon, I was laughing out loud as I was ushered down the street toward the market square.

      There, in front of the ruins of the palace, stood the grandest table of all. Raised up on a row of wagons, it had been made from trestles and doors to create something big enough for the heroes of the hour. Ganyir sat there with Tahlis on one side and Mahrai on the other. My traveling companions were at the table, Kegohr roaring and quaffing, Vesma laughing at his antics, Kumi smiling as she ate. The surviving Steadfast Horn initiates were there too, including Zedal, whose crutch leaned against the side of her chair. 

      As I approached, they all stood and started to applaud. The noise spread out through the square as other partygoers realized that the Immortal Swordslinger, this figure out of legend, was among them.

      I made my way up onto the platform. Another chair appeared from somewhere and was placed between Ganyir and Mahrai. Kegohr heaped a plate high with food and put it down in front of me. My mouth watered at the smell.

      “Speech!” someone shouted.

      “Speech!” the cry continued along the table.

      “Speech!” the shout went up from all around the square.

      I looked down at my food and felt my stomach rumble. But then, I looked up at Tahlis and saw amusement in his eyes.

      “I’m not going to get away without this, am I?” I asked.

      “Not if you wait all night,” he said. “Fame and adulation are among the onerous duties of the Swordslinger.”

      With a sigh, I accepted the inevitable. I raised my hands and waited as the crowd slowly fell silent.

      “Thank you for your praise,” I said. “And for your generous hospitality. Today was a victory for all of us, and you should be celebrating yourselves as much as me. I did what I could with my powers, and you did what you could with yours. No one can ever ask for more than that. The time for struggle is over, but there’s hard work still ahead as we rebuild what has been destroyed.”

      The crowd cheered, and I removed my warhammer and let it rest against my chair. I took a seat between Ganyir and Mahrai.

      The lord’s eyes flickered to the weapon, and he suddenly dropped his fork. 

      “That hammer. . .” he trailed off. “Its power is familiar. And it carries the threads of earth magic.”

      “That’s because I used your Earth Core to forge it,” I said, unsure how Ganyir would react. I’d passed out before I’d had the chance to explain how I’d defeated Saruqin in the temple, but now I filled in the lord, the guildmaster, and Mahrai.

      “I’ve called her Choshi,” I explained after I’d finished. 

      Ganyir looked up from the warhammer, which he’d stood up to inspect while I’d recounted the events inside the palace. 

      “After the initiate?” he asked.

      I nodded. “She gave her life for the cause.”

      “So, the Earth Core is born anew,” Ganyir said as he chewed on a mouthful of food. It seemed a difficult task while grinning from ear to ear. “You have saved Hyng’ohr in more ways than one. I feared Saruqin had already destroyed the core beyond use.”

      “Wouldn’t a new core have been birthed?”

      Ganyir looked at me in surprise. “You know far more than the average outer disciple.”

      “Perhaps when you return to Radiant Dragon, Xilarion will make you an inner disciple?” Tahlis butted into the conversation. “Or, more appropriately, you could become a master. Master of Slinging Swords and Bedding Women. Sound about right, eh?” He flashed a grin at Mahrai, who wilted under the attention. 

      “You’ve inspired me, Swordslinger,” Ganyir said. “One day, I’ll find the Forgotten Memory and return it to its rightful place.”

      “Maybe you could go look for it once you’re done cleaning up the city,” I said. “Lords do take vacations, right?” 

      “I don’t know what vacations are,” the lord replied, “but I do know a savior when I see one. You have saved our land.” He grabbed a goblet from his table and stood. “We celebrate, so raise your cups. To the defeat of the Unswerving Shadows and the victory of Hyng’ohr!”

      “To the defeat of the Unswerving Shadows!” the crowd echoed. “The victory of Hyng’ohr!”

      When the clapping and cheers died down, I grabbed my plate of food and excused myself. 

      “Mahrai,” I said. “Come with me.” 

      She looked a little unsure, but she heaped spoonfuls of a glazed fruit platter into a bowl before she followed after me. 

      I took a seat at the table with Kumi, Vesma, and Kegohr while Mahrai filled an empty chair. They all looked at me with smiles as we began to eat. None of us spoke; we simply enjoyed the company while we filled our bellies. 

      Once our meal was finished, I explained what had happened in the temple. 

      “What a bloody magnificent weapon,” Kegohr said as he admired my warhammer. 

      “Hands off, buddy. You want something like this, you’ll have to forge your own.” I gave him a wink. 

      I’d acquired the weapon through a gift of circumstance, but then finding Nydarth could be seen as equally fortuitous. Even being brought here, to this world, was very much a result of chance.

      Perhaps not. Maybe there were powers operating in the background, orchestrating events and bringing me to this world for a reason. I wasn’t sure who or why, but I was on the Path of the Sworslinger, and that was enough for now.

      “In a few days,” I said to my friends, “we’ll return to Radiant Dragon. Master Xilarion will want to know how things went, and I’d prefer delivering the results of our mission to him personally.” I thought about what Saruqin had said about the Path of Peace. His words were probably lies, but I figured I didn’t know  Xilarion all that well, so I wanted to question him more about it. 

      “And you’ll be wanting to see Master Faryn, too, I imagine.” Vesma smiled at me, but there was no hiding the mischief in her eyes.

      “Master Faryn?” Mahrai asked before I could respond. “She another one of your wives?”

      “Yes,” Kumi answered. I must have had a confused expression, because Kumi sighed before explaining herself. “I might have mentioned to Mahrai that she’s also one of your wives now.”

      “Is that right?” I asked. 

      Mahrai’s expression faltered. “As long as that’s—”

      “I’d be more than happy to have you. I’m collecting weapons and wives wherever I go.” I laughed. “It’ll be good to just let things settle for a while at Radiant Dragon.”

      “You truly think we won’t get into trouble there?” Vesma asked me. “There is still Clan Wysaro. And the cultists are clearly moving. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think there might even be some in our province.”

      “If that’s the case, then we’ll weed them out and deal with them like we did in the Diamond Coast and Hyng’ohr.”

      

      End of Book 3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Immortal Swordslinger?

          

        

      

    

    
      Want more Immortal Swordslinger novels? Please leave a review here to let me know you’d like more. You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page. Or my email newsletter.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      Have you read my dungeon core story, Monster Core? Check it out on Amazon.

      

      I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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        * * *

      

      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.
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